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THE IMPACT OF SELECTED INITIATIVES ON THE READING CRITERION
REFERENCED COMPETENCY TEST SCORES OF AFRICAN-AMERICAN AND
DISADVANTAGED STUDENTS IN GRADES 3, 5, AND 8

ABSTRACT
The purpose of this causal-comparative study was to examine the impact of selected researchbased whole-school reading reform programs, Success for All (SFA), Core Knowledge, and
Direct Instruction (DI) on the Criterion Referenced Competency Test (CRCT) reading scores of
African-American students and students from disadvantaged subgroups in Grades 3, 5, and 8 in a
large urban school system. The target sample consisted of 61 elementary schools and 16 middle
schools. Student data consisted of 3,533 data points for African-American students and 7,550
data points for disadvantaged students attending reform and non reform schools respectively. A
causal-comparative research design was the methodology employed. Chi-square and MannWhitney statistical techniques were used to test 13 hypotheses to determine if there were any
significant differences between the reading proficiency of schools and students with reforms
compared to those without reforms using race (African American) and socioeconomic status
(Disadvantaged) as control variables. The results did not provide any evidence of differences in
reading proficiency between reform and non-reform at the school level. However, reading
proficiency differed significantly at the student level where Disadvantaged students attending
schools with reading reforms showed significant improvements. Reading proficiency rates
differed significantly between reform models. Significant proficiency rates were found in schools
implementing Direct Instruction or Core Knowledge when compared with the Success for All
model.
.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB; 2001) is a national initiative designed to improve
the overall academic achievement of all United States students by requiring states to demonstrate
continuous improvement. The legislation is currently being considered for reauthorization by the
President and the Congress (Present, 2010). NCLB (2001) contains specific mandates detailing
academic subjects, grade levels, and proficiency standards that states must implement, as well as
consequences associated with not fulfilling the aforementioned requirements.
Although the impact of NCLB (2001) has been somewhat mixed (Baker, Rieg, &
Clendaniel, 2006; Gersten et al., 2009), the majority of the research appears to suggest that the
initiative has not and is not achieving its intended results to the extent expected, especially as it
relates to narrowing the achievement gaps between minorities, the economically disadvantaged
and students with disabilities (Porter, 2007). There are also concerns regarding how local school
districts and schools select and implement research-based reform initiatives to improve the
academic performance of schools not meeting the adequate yearly progress (AYP) requirement
stipulated by NCLB (2001). In many instances, school districts and individual schools continue
to use reform programs that have not proven to improve or close the achievement gap between
minorities, disadvantaged, or students with disabilities (Forsee, 2010).
Background
The NCLB Act was signed into law by President George W. Bush in January of 2002
(Anyon & Greene, 2007). The goal of NCLB (2001) is to have all students proficient in language
arts and math by 2013-2014. By most measuring devices, NCLB (2001) is one of the most
comprehensive U.S. education policies over the past 50 years relative to the influence of the
Federal Government and national educational funding policies (Rand, 2007). The mandate of
1

NCLB encompassed all states and all public schools and therefore significantly altered how
schools operated from 2002 to the present (Borman et al., 2010). One of the central mandated
components of the legislation is the establishment of academic benchmarks and annual
assessments of student progress.
Unlike NCLB’s predecessor, Goals 2000, where the focus was on national standards,
outcome-based education, and support and training for teachers, the NCLB framework is
significantly more focused on accountability and consequences for failure to meet the required
annual achievement benchmarks and objectives. NCLB accountability initiatives consist of
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) and Annual Measurable Objectives (AMO). Specifically,
NCLB (2001) requirements include (a) annual assessments, (b) AYP, (c) AMO, (d) participation,
(e) subgroups, (f) graduation rates, and (g) average daily attendance.
According to the U.S. Department of Education (2010), NCLB contains four guiding
principles:


Schools are expected to teach students using methods proven to be successful.



Schools and districts must demonstrate that all students are making academic progress.



Teachers and paraprofessionals (such as classroom aides) must be highly qualified to
work with students.



Parents are given more information and more choices concerning their child’s
education.

NCLB’s first guiding principle—that schools will utilize proven, research-based
instruction to teach students—will guide this proposed research. NCLB (2001) specifically
requires schools to utilize proven teaching methods and programs to ensure all students are
performing at or above the expected level of proficiency. The act further requires schools to
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utilize scientifically-based research programs and teaching methods to assist in closing the
achievement gap for minorities and students from disadvantaged subgroups. NCLB (2001)
regulations do not stipulate which research-based programs or teaching methods must be used. In
effect, each state is left to select any research-based or scientifically-based reform program
deemed appropriate. As a result of the lack of federal standards or criteria, states, local school
districts, and individual schools have different programs, making objective comparisons relative
to the impact of these programs on academic achievement difficult, if not impossible
(Armstrong, 2010; Harford, 2007; King, 2011).
Although each of the aforementioned requirements are important, one of the primary
goals of NCLB is to narrow class and racial achievement gaps among Whites, African
Americans, and other ethnicities. The research is clear in concluding there has been and
continues to be a significant correlation between academic proficiency, race, and socioeconomic
status (Orr, 2003). In short, on a percentage basis, there are proportionately more disadvantaged
minority students than White disadvantaged students (Williams, 2011). In effect, the NCLB
directs particular attention to requiring local school districts to place a great deal of emphasis on
closing the persistent achievement gaps of traditionally underserved subgroups, such as specific
minorities and low socioeconomic groups (Anyon & Greene, 2007; Berliner, 2006). Both the
theoretical and conceptual frameworks for this study have historical and current underpinnings
regarding how education is best delivered. Historically, minorities and other subgroups, such as
the disadvantaged and students with disabilities, have been underserved, resulting in significant
disparities in academic achievement (Harford, 2007).
The framers of a Nation at Risk, Title I, and NCLB were painfully aware of these
disparities when they created the aforementioned educational reform legislation (Paris, 1994;
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U.S. Department of Education, 2007). As such, the framers paid particular attention to including
special provisions for providing components to each of the respective pieces of legislation in an
attempt to remedy or eliminate the aforementioned disparities. Although each of the previously
mentioned policies helped to narrow the achievement gaps between the majority population,
minorities, and the disadvantaged, achievement disparities for minorities and the disadvantaged
persist (Berliner, 2006; Chapman, 2007).
For example, studies indicate that, in general, African-American students attend the
lowest performing schools in most states. Further, African Americans and other minorities
consistently score lower on most indicators of academic success than White students (Archibald,
2006). Moreover, 72% of African Americans attend high-poverty schools. Lastly, the percentage
of African Americans meeting proficiency in national assessments in reading and math is less
than one fourth of White students (Kin & Sunderman, 2005).
The impact of NCLB (2001) on African-American students and disadvantaged students
has been mixed. The data provided by the National Assessment of Educational Progress (2011)
and The National Center for Fair and Open Testing (2011) has suggested that the disparities
between increased state performance scores and decreased NAEP performance since NCLB
indicate that NCLB has failed to improve overall performance, especially in the subject areas of
reading and mathematics. Equally important is the finding of the Trial Urban District
Assessment that showed little evidence of improvement in math and reading since NCLB
became law (Samuels, 2009; Yudof, 2008). In addition, all of the sources cited indicated that
only modest closing of the gaps between racial minorities and Whites or between disadvantaged
and non-disadvantaged students has occurred (American Psychological Association, 2011).
Although several states have experienced a narrowing of the achievement gaps among African-
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American students, the majority of the evidence indicates that the gains have been positive but
small (Center on Educational Policy, 2012). The evidence further suggested that the overall
disaggregated data continue to support the contention that racial minorities and other
underserved subgroups are not making academic progress on par with the majority population
and non-disadvantaged students (Taylor, 2005).
Problem Statement
The problem statement is that NCLB (2001) requires each school to ensure every student
demonstrates measurable achievement gains annually, specifically in reading and mathematics
that support academic progress. The act further mandates school districts pay particular attention
to narrowing the achievement gap between subgroups that have traditionally been underserved.
Research has shown that African-American and disadvantaged students often attend the lowestperforming schools and score significantly below White students on almost every achievement
indicator (Braun, Chapman, & Vezzu, 2010). Moreover, NCLB stipulates that school districts
must utilize scientifically-based reform initiatives and rigorous teaching methods to address the
academic needs of African-American students and students from disadvantaged populations. In
addition, districts must provide annual assessments of these programs relative to the program’s
effectiveness for improving achievement across the total school population, but specifically
demonstrate positive achievement impact to the aforementioned subgroups of African-American
and disadvantaged students. More often, school districts employ expensive reform initiatives but
seldom perform either formative or summative program evaluations to justify their existence
(Mandinach et al., 2005; Myers-Miller, 2010). In short, the scientifically-based programs must
generate results that are valid and replicable (Duncan & Magnuson, 2005; Hess, 1999; 2004). In
view of the fact that the current NCLB is under consideration for reauthorization and the urban
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school system addressed in the research study currently has six educational reform models
operating, it is imperative that the impact of each of the respective reform models be evaluated
relative to the model’s impact on student achievement. It is also important that an evaluation of
each of the reform programs be made relative to which program was more effective in producing
the greatest achievement improvement. There is currently little formative or summative program
evaluation data that provides a base for an objective quantitative assessment of program
effectiveness or a relative comparison of each reform program.
Purpose Statement
This causal-comparative research study has two purposes. The primary purpose was to
examine the impact of selected research-based, whole-school instructional reading reform
programs on the academic proficiency of African-American students and students from
disadvantaged subgroups in reading in Grades 3, 5, and 8. Academic proficiency, for purposes of
this study, is defined by the combined percentages of students who perform at the “meets” and
“exceeds” categories on the reading subsection of the Criterion-Referenced Competency Test
(CRCT). The use of aggregated student data is both appropriate and efficient where the intent is
to produce a whole-school or comprehensive assessment as opposed to individual or diagnostic
assessments. In addition, NCLB requires each state to collect and use aggregated data to meet
accountability requirements. More specifically, the research attempted to determine if and to
what degree the respective reform programs significantly improved the CRCT test scores of
African-American and disadvantaged students compared to students in schools where the
selected whole-school reforms were not implemented. In effect, the researcher examined reading
proficiency for 2010-2011 across schools for the purpose of determining if any significant
performance changes occurred based upon the respective whole-school reform implemented.
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The second purpose of this study was to compare the relative impact of the aforementioned
selected instructional whole-school reform programs for the purpose of determining which of the
three whole-school reading reform programs produced the greatest percentage of students
scoring in the meeting or exceeding reading levels improvement on the CRCT for AfricanAmerican and disadvantaged students in Grades 3, 5, and 8 in a large urban school system. The
selected initiatives are the following educational reforms:
Success for All (Independent Variable)
Success for All Foundation is founded on the belief that every child can and will learn.
No matter what the academic level of the student, each child is challenged to do his or her best
and the contributions of all team members are equally valued. Cooperative learning is one of the
most powerful tools teachers have in providing the level of engagement and academic and social
support their students need to be successful. In the cooperative learning classroom, all students
benefit from the constant coaching, encouragement, and feedback of their peers. More of the
responsibility for learning rests on students and teams; therefore, teachers are able to spend more
time working with individuals and small groups of learners, doing the kind of teaching that
originally drew them to the field (Borman et al., 2006; Center for Research and Reform in
Education, 2005).
Direct Instruction (Independent Variable)
Direct Instruction (DI) includes explicit, systematic instruction based on scripted lesson
plans. Students are grouped and re-grouped based on their rate of progress through the
program. Direct Instruction emphasis is based on the efficiency of instruction. DI
programs are meant to accelerate student progress; therefore, lessons are designed to
bring students to mastery as quickly as possible. Frequent curriculum-based assessments
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help place students in ability groups and identify students who require additional
intervention as well as embedded professional development/coaching. DI programs may
be implemented as stand-alone interventions or as part of a school-wide reform effort.
(Lindsey, 2010, p 2)
Core Knowledge (Independent Variable)
The Core Knowledge Language Arts Program (Bradley, 2005) combines systematic
phonics-based instruction in decoding skills with extensive read-aloud to build both oral
language and background knowledge-word knowledge and world knowledge. Although each of
the aforementioned reform programs has different strategies, activities, and processes, all are
designed to provide research-based instructional strategies to improve reading proficiency. In
fact, it is the differences between the respective reforms that provide both content and internal
validity to their impact on academic improvement.
This research study makes the assumptions that each of the respective reform models
were implemented for a minimum of 3 years and all staff members received the necessary
training relative to the reform model purpose and instructional strategies. Another assumption is
all students classified as African American meet both the state and local school district’s criteria
for the classification. The same assumption is held for students classified as being disadvantaged.
Finally, the term disadvantaged maybe based upon several qualifying criteria. These criteria may
include income threshold, number of persons in a family, and educational level of parents. For
purposes of this study, disadvantaged students will be based on the student’s eligibility to receive
free or reduced priced meals (as reported to the Georgia Department of Education [GA DOE] in
October 2008 Nutrition count).
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Although each of the respective educational reform programs is designed to impact reading
performance, it is understood that all instruction is impacted by the student’s reading ability. The
researcher also recognizes the limitation of not being able to ensure that all teaching staff
possessed the same level of experience or prior subject area knowledge and skills. As a result,
the researcher risks not being absolutely certain that each of the respective reform programs will
be delivered at the same level and could impact the student’s acquisition of the materials.
Significance of the Study
The significance of this study is based upon several historical and contemporary factors.
Foremost among the current factors is the fact that the NCLB (2001) is currently being
considered for reauthorization. Major changes and/or revisions are being proposed and
considered (Harford, 2007). Issues such as the use of national standardized assessments,
reductions in both scope and funding formulas may have a profound impact on the future of the
program. Giving states and individual school districts greater control over subject areas to focus
on and which subgroups to provide additional resources to are issues that may challenge state
and local school districts (Duncan & Magnuson, 2005).
The results of this study will provide states and school districts with additional reform
programs that have been tested and validated under field conditions. In addition, this research
study specifically evaluates reform programs designed to improve the academic performance of
African-American and disadvantaged students. Further, the results will help inform the existing
literature relative to programs that have been shown to be effective in closing the achievement
gap for the disadvantaged subgroups. Finally, the results of the study will provide schools and
other stakeholders with much needed data-driven formative and summative data relative to the
degree to which each respective reform program can impact achievement in reading.
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Research Questions and Null Hypotheses
Research Question 1: Is there a significant difference in the school level third grade
Reading performance between African American or disadvantaged students in the Intervention
Group where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented and African- American or disadvantaged students in the Comparison
Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Ho1: There is no significant difference in the school level third grade Reading
performance between African American students in the Intervention Group where the wholeschool reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented and
African American students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction,
or Core Knowledge is not implemented.
Ho2. There is no significant difference in the school level third grade Reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the Intervention Group where the whole-school
reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented
disadvantaged students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or
Core Knowledge is not implemented.
Research Question 2. Is there a significant difference in the school level fifth grade
reading performance between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention
group—where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented—and African-American students in the comparison group where
Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
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Ho3. There is no significant difference in the school level fifth grade reading
performance between African-American students in the intervention group and AfricanAmerican students in the comparison group.
Ho4. There is no significant difference in the school level fifth grade Reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the Intervention Group where the whole-school
reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented and
disadvantaged students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or
Core Knowledge is not implemented.
Research Question 3. Is there a significant difference in the school level eighth grade
reading performance between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention
group—where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented—and African-American students in the comparison group where
Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Ho5: There is no significant difference in the school level eight grade Reading
performance between African American students in the Intervention Group where the wholeschool reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented and
African American students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction,
or Core Knowledge is not implemented
Ho6: There is no significant difference in the school level eight grade Reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the Intervention Group where the whole-school
reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented and
disadvantaged students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or
Core Knowledge is not implemented.
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Research Question 4
Is there a significant difference in the student level third grade reading performance between
African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention group—where the whole-school
reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented—and
African-American or disadvantaged students in the comparison group where Success for All,
Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Ho7. There is no significant difference in the student level third grade reading
performance between African-American students in the intervention group and AfricanAmerican students in the comparison group.
Ho8: There is no significant difference in the student level third grade reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the intervention group and disadvantaged
students in the comparison group.
Research Question 5. Is there a significant difference in the student level fifth grade
reading performance between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention
group—where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented—and disadvantaged students in the comparison group where
Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Ho9. There is no significant difference in the student level fifth grade reading
performance between African-American students in the intervention group and AfricanAmerican students in the comparison group.
Ho10. There is no significant difference in the student level fifth grade reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the intervention group and African-American
students in the comparison group.
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Research Question 6. Is there a significant difference in the student level eight grade
reading performance between African-American students in the intervention group—where the
whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is
implemented—and African-American students in the comparison group where Success for All,
Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented
Ho11. There is no significant difference in the student level eighth grade reading
performance between African-American students in the intervention group and AfricanAmerican students in the comparison group.
Ho12. There is no significant difference in the student level eighth grade reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the intervention group and disadvantaged
students in the comparison group.
Research Question 7
Is there a significant difference between the relative impact of Success for All, Direct
Instruction, or Core knowledge on the reading proficiency of students following a pairwise
comparison between each of the reform models?
Ho13. There will be no significant difference between the relative impact of Success for
All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge on the reading proficiency of students following a
pairwise comparison of each of the reform models.
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Identification of Variables
The independent or treatment variables for this study were three whole-school reform
programs listed below:
Success for All (independent/treatment variable). The Success for All Foundation is
founded on the belief that every child can and will learn. No matter what the academic level of
the student, each child is challenged to do his or her best, and the contributions of all team
members are equally valued. Cooperative learning is one of the most powerful tools teachers
have in providing the level of engagement and academic and social support their students need to
be successful. In the cooperative learning classroom, all students benefit from the constant
coaching, encouragement, and feedback of their peers, since more of the responsibility for
learning rests on students and teams, teachers are able to spend more time working with
individuals and small groups of learners, doing the kind of teaching that originally drew them to
the field (Borman et al., 2006; Center for Research and Reform in Education, 2005).
Direct Instruction (Independent/treatment variable). Direct Instruction (DI) includes
explicit, systematic instruction based on scripted lesson plans. Students are grouped and regrouped based on their rate of progress through the program. Emphasis is based on efficiency of
instruction. DI programs are meant to accelerate student progress; therefore, lessons are designed
to bring students to mastery as quickly as possible. Frequent assessment and curriculum-based
assessments help place students in ability groups and identify students who require additional
intervention. Embedded professional development/coaching. DI programs may be implemented
as stand-alone interventions or as part of a school-wide reform effort (Lindsey, 2010, p. 25).
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Core Knowledge (Independent/treatment variable). The Core Knowledge Language
Arts Program combines systematic phonics-based instruction in decoding skills with extensive
read-aloud activities to build both oral language and background knowledge-word knowledge
and world knowledge. The Core Knowledge curriculum is based upon the theory that learning is
the basis for learning and children are exposed to specific content within each respective subject
area.
Definitions
Adequate yearly progress (AYP): This is the minimum level of proficiency that school
districts and schools must achieve each year as determined by the No Child Left Behind Act. To
make AYP, a school and district must meet the required participation rate, the AMO, in language
arts and math (Georgia Department of Education, 2010).
Annual measurable objective (AMO): This is the percent of students who must be
proficient on the above exams as required by the state (Georgia Department of Education, 2010).
African-American students: A person having origins in any of the black racial groups
of Africa and not of Hispanic origin (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011).
Annual assessments: The annual achievement test(s) required by NCLB. Each state
determines its own standardized assessment instrument.
Disadvantaged student: Calculated by dividing the number of students eligible to
receive free or reduced-priced meals (as reported to the Georgia Department of Education in
October 2008 nutrition count) by the total school enrollment (as reported by October 2008 FTE
count). The Georgia Department of Education classifies each student’s socioeconomic status by
determining whether or not the respective student is eligible for free or reduced school lunch.
Achievement scores are provided for each respective socioeconomic status category.
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Georgia Criterion Referenced Competency Test (GCRCT): The Georgia Criterion
Referenced Competency Tests (2011), is a set of tests administered at public schools in the state
of Georgia designed to test the knowledge of first through eighth graders in reading,
English/language arts (ELA), and mathematics; third through eighth graders are also tested in
science and social studies.
No Child Left Behind: NCLB (2001) supports standards-based education reform, which
is based on the belief that setting high standards and establishing measurable goals can improve
individual outcomes in education. NCLB contains specific components requiring subject area,
grade-specific assessments in order for states to qualify for Federal reimbursements (U.S.
Department of Education, 2007a, 2007b).
Proficiency level: The three levels used to measure student performance on the CRCT
are defined as: Three (3) Exceeds Expectations, Two (2) Meets Expectations, and One (1) Does
Not Meet Expectations (Georgia Department of Education, 2011).
Subgroups: The subgroups that must meet the above standards, as currently defined by
the State of Georgia, are Caucasian, African American, Asian, Native Alaskan, American Indian,
Hispanic, Economically Disadvantaged, Students with Disabilities, and English Language
Learners.
Whole-school reform: This is a systematic approach towards improving achievement by
taking into account the entire primary factors existing in a typical school. The factors include
curriculum, manpower, organizational structure, and policy matters (Rosenshine, 1996).
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
Review of the literature related to NCLB (2001) supports the belief that improving the
proficiency of African-American students and students from disadvantaged populations through
selected reform intervention programs is essential to improving schools at all levels (Braun,
Chapman, & Vezzu, 2010; Duncan & Magnuson, 2005; Pogrow, 2002). The review of the
literature on selected reform programs is organized into seven sections and subsections. Section
one provides an overview of current legislation. Section two explores the theoretical framework
of the research problem as evidenced by the literature. Section three contains a historical
perspective of the issues that provided the framework of how and why narrowing the
achievement gaps for African-American and disadvantaged students is an integral component of
NCLB. Section four provides a critical review and analysis of the research surrounding efforts
(reform initiatives) to narrow the achievement disparities of African-American and
disadvantaged students. Section five summarizes research findings and factors that contribute to
the literature surrounding reading proficiency and the success or failure of reform initiative
(Archibald, 2006; Clewell, Campbell, & Perlman, 2007; Pogrow, 2002). The sixth section of the
literature review provides an in-depth description and analysis of each of the research-based
reading reform programs (e.g., Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge) that
serve as the independent variables of the study. The final section of the literature review provides
a summary and critical review of the related literature.
Theoretical and Conceptual Framework
The theoretical framework for this research focuses upon two concepts that are central to
understanding the purpose of the study. The research addresses the potential impact of researchbased educational initiatives on improving the academic proficiency of African-American
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students and students from disadvantaged populations. Most of the so-called theories regarding
race and academic performance are not theories at all, but are loosely associated with social or
cultural theories. For example, the thesis of Woodson (2009) was that “African Americans of his
day were being culturally indoctrinated, rather than taught, in American schools” (p.25.
Woodson (2009) further theorized that African Americans are disassociated from a quality
education due in part to not being taught their history and, as a result, they have difficulty
understanding many of the cognitive aspects of learning.
Other theories surrounding race and achievement assume a more insidious explanation of
the achievement gaps between African Americans and Whites. Researchers such as Herrnstein
and Murray (1994) suggested that academic achievement is greatly influenced by genetics and is
therefore mostly resistant to any significant improvement. This explanation, however, opposes of
theories advanced by the majority of researchers and educators who adhere to social-cultural
theoretical explanations Seaton (2010). According to Sadovnik, Cookson, and Semel (2001),
“The contention that race is related to educational outcomes are undeniable, although given the
nature of U.S. society, it is extremely difficult to separate race from class” (p. 1). Sadovnik
(2010) further suggested that the achievement gap between minorities and Whites is not
complex, given that minorities do not receive the same educational opportunities as Whites and
their rewards for educational attainment are significantly less.
The theoretical framework regarding the definition of poverty or being disadvantaged is
both dubious and complex. The literature is replete with various definitions and categories of
criteria for what constitutes being disadvantaged (Hagenaars & Klass, 1988; Cutler, 1984; de
Vos, 1988). According to Hagenaars and Klass (1988), “The choice of a specific poverty
definition as the one and only measuring rod thus appears to have major consequences, both for
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the observed incidence of poverty and for the distribution of the poor over social subgroup.” The
implications expressed by some educators, theorists, or people in general, is that being
disadvantaged or poor has negative connotations that cut across social and cultural boundaries (
Bowen & Bok, 1998; West, 2001) Low academic performance is one of the most prominent
associated conditions typically examined relative to the disadvantaged.
There are several theories associated with poverty or disadvantage. Only three, for
purposes of this study, have relevance. The culture theory of poverty suggests that individuals
living in poverty have been psychologically impacted by their environment and are therefore not
likely to realize that there are other alternatives and other environments (O’Connor, 2001). The
causal theory of poverty postulates that disadvantaged persons cause their own poverty due to a
host of factors, including low self-esteem and a lack of motivation. Herrnstein and Murray
(1994) describe several aspects of their conceptual and theoretical views of poverty. Essentially,
the authors provide what they consider research-based evidence that being disadvantaged is
highly correlated with the level of intelligence and as a result, poor people will never be
successful academically due to both genetic and environmental factors. Much of the research
presented in the following sections provides an abundance of research that contradicts Herrnstein
and Murray’s conclusions (Seaton, 2010; Okayed, 2009; Monastersky, 2008; Webber, 2001).
Historical Perspective
Initially, the national movement to take a serious look at the state of education in the
country was not caused by a concern for the disparities between the academic achievement of
minorities or other subgroups. The initial call to arms was sounded by the Nation at Risk report
(1983) that did not focus specifically on the education of minorities, the disadvantaged, or
students with disabilities (Bensalem, 2011). The report provided a clear picture of the poor state
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of affairs within elementary and secondary education, ranging from a general lack of basic
reading comprehension rates and high dropout rates (Encyclopedia of American Education,
2011). Still, the far-reaching recommendations resulting from the Nation at Risk Report (U.S.
Department of Education, 2010) marked the beginning of what was referred to as the first wave
of educational reforms. Further, there was no mention or details of funding whole-school reforms
that are currently provided by NCLB (2001).
Among the reforms included in the report’s recommendations was to establish content
standards for higher education. The standards included four years of English, three years of
mathematics, science, social studies, and one-half year of computer science (Thattai, 2008). The
commission also recommended local school districts should consider longer school days and
school year (U.S. Department of Education, 1983). Again, there was no reference to addressing
the achievement gaps of minorities, the disadvantaged, or students with disabilities.
The major legislation, however, that resulted in a major shift in the improvement of
American education was the passage of the Improving America’s Schools Act in 1994
(McLaughlin, 1995). This act attempted to establish a model for identifying proven systemic
remedies to gaps in student achievement, especially for minorities and other underserved groups
of students. Nevertheless, this attempt fell short of correcting the achievement gaps for several
reasons. Individual schools and entire school districts struggled to find instructional approaches
and programs that would directly impact student achievement on a large scale as mandated by
the new federal regulations that existed under Comprehensive School Reform (Encyclopedia of
American Education, 2011; Kim & Sunderman, 2005).
The Goals 2000: Educate America Act was enacted approximately 10 years following the
initiatives implemented as a result of the Nation at Risk report (Cohen, 2003). Similar to the
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recommendations from the Nation at Risk report, the Goals 2000 Act was based on the belief
that higher standards and expectations would result in higher achievement. The legislation did
not contain strong accountability components and did not include consequences for
noncompliance or failure to reach specified goals (Paris, 1994). However, the legislation
recommended systemic reforms for education of state and local districts (College Board, 2007).
The legislation did not provide specifics regarding which reforms would be appropriate or how
their effectiveness would be measured. Nevertheless, there were no mandated recommendations
regarding the achievement gap between minorities, the disadvantaged, and White students who
were not disadvantaged. Approximately another 10 years passed before No Child Left Behind
(2001) was signed into law containing specific initiatives requiring schools to pay particular
attention to the disparities in achievement for students who were traditionally underserved, such
as minorities, low-income students, and students with disabilities (Clewell et al., 2007; Dee &
Jacob, 2010).
Related Literature
Poverty and Achievement
The understanding that forms the structure underpinning NCLB (2001) is the requirement
that providing a quality education for all students, especially students from minority and
economically disadvantaged groups, is essential to achieving the core purposes of the Act. The
theoretical framework is, therefore, derived and driven by the long standing belief that all
children can learn if provided with the necessary opportunities and resources (Carlyle, 2008).
NCLB (2001) changes the federal government's role in kindergarten through Grade 12 education
by focusing on school success as measured by student achievement. The NCLB legislation of
2001 (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.) contains four basic education reform principles that
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include (a) Stronger accountability for results, (b) Increased flexibility and local control (c)
Expanded options for parents; and (d), An emphasis on teaching methods that have been proven
to work.
More specifically, a stronger accountability for results and an emphasis on teaching methods
that have proven to work is the theoretical foundation for the current study that focus upon the
impact of research-driven educational reform programs that have been proven to work. Further,
it has been well established through research that certain subgroups have been subjected to
conditions that were inherently unequal relative to access to quality educational opportunities
(Avila, 2010; Reardon, 2011). A host of research studies have indicated ethnicity and
socioeconomic status have had a major impact on the academic achievement of many students in
the subgroups mentioned above (Clewell et al., 2007; Rist, 1973). For example, there can be no
denial that past cultural and social perception by some that students from minority communities
are somehow less able intellectually to handle the rigor required performing at high academic
levels in areas of reading and mathematics (Kulm, 2007). A large body of research has addressed
the interaction and correlation between poverty, ethnicity, and academic achievement (Strayhorn,
2010; Yeung & Conley, 2008). The essence of much of the literature is divided between viewing
poverty as a condition and viewing poverty as a cause of academic failure. This philosophical
divide is based in part upon the persistent achievement gap between various indicators of
poverty, ethnic and racial groups (Charles, Fischer, Mooney, & Massey, 2009).
Poverty, as a construct, is generally defined as the absence of the basic needs required to
afford individuals or groups basic human necessities such as food, clothing, and shelter (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2009). This type of poverty is generally referred to as absolute poverty. Another
type of poverty, relative poverty, is defined as a condition where individuals or groups have
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fewer resources, on average, than the greater population. Relative poverty, typically referred to
as low SES, is generally based upon the relative economic wealth of an individual or family. In
short, it is a combination of income and the number of family members in a household, coupled
with the age of the householders that results in the creation of a poverty threshold (Armstrong,
2010; Baker, 2009; U.S. Census, 2009). About 1.7 billion people worldwide live in absolute
poverty. Relative poverty, poverty based primarily upon income level, best describes the major
type of poverty in the United States (U.S. Census, 2009). The number of people living in relative
poverty in the United States increased by 42.9% over the past 10-year period. Approximately
14.3% of the U.S. population had income below the respective poverty thresholds in 2009 (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2009).
Several research studies within the past five years clearly have indicated that poverty,
among all identified variables, is the most impactful factor on the academic achievement of
students (Burney & Beilke, 2008; Duncan & Magnuson, 2005; Kim & Sunderman, 2005; Levin,
2007; Monastersky, 2008). Other research studies have been more specific in suggesting that
poverty is a major contributing factor to the gaps in educational achievement; however, when
coupled with minority group affiliation, the gap becomes significantly wider (Braun et al., 2010;
Hughes, Manns, & Ford, 2009). Eddy and Easton-Brooks (2011) found that students from
minority populations, specifically African Americans and Hispanics, are disproportionately
represented in the bottom percentile of all of the core academic subjects, such as reading,
mathematics, and science (Robelen, 2009; Tan & Barton, 2010).
The relationship between SES and achievement is further validated by the most recent
findings from the U.S. Department of Education (2008) and the National Center for Education
Statistics (2011). According to the data provided by the National School Lunch Program
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(NSLP), the percent of students eligible for free or reduced-price school lunch increased from
33% in 2003 to 43% in 2010 (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). More importantly, the same
report indicated there is a strong relationship between the academic achievement of students in
reading and mathematics based upon whether students were eligible for free or reduced-price
school lunch. Again, according to NAEP (2011), students not eligible for free or reduced-price
school lunch (not disadvantaged) had an average reading score of 235 compared to a score of
206 for disadvantaged students eligible for free school lunch (U.S. Department of Education,
2010).
Achievement Gaps
Although the research pertaining to NCLB (2001) and the impact on minorities and the
disadvantaged remains mixed, the majority of recent data concludes that the achievement gap,
especially between African-American and White students, has not changed significantly since
the enactment of NCLB (Evans, 2005; 2005; Freeman, 2005; Orr, 2003; Yeung & Conley,
2008). The statistical evidence is striking. For example, according to data released by the U.S.
Department of Education (2010), the majority of African-American students attend the lowest
performing schools and score lower on standardized tests than their counterparts. Further, the
demographic data indicates that 72% of African-American students attend high-poverty schools
and the percentage of African Americans meeting proficiency on national assessments in reading
and math is less than one fourth of White students (Baker, 2005; U.S. Department of Education,
2007).
According to the statistics provided by the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP, 2000), the gap between African Americans and Whites narrowed in both reading and
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mathematics. Unfortunately, the improvements were not sustained and the African-AmericanWhite achievement gap, once again, begin to widen (Hoff, 2000).
As Sadowski (2001) stated:
Perhaps even more disturbing, these gaps seem to be getting wider each year. Even when
researchers control for socioeconomic status, level of parental education, and other
factors that contribute to scholastic achievement, the score gap between White and black
students persists, and no one is really sure why. (p. 2)
The most recent achievement results, however, reveal another narrowing of achievement gaps
between African Americans and Whites since 2009 (NAEP, 2010). The report indicates that the
recent improvements occurred in both reading and mathematics; still, the achievement gap
between African Americans and Whites remains significant.
Multiple studies have attempted to address the underlying cause of achievement gaps
between African Americans and Whites (Burchinal et al., 2011; Desimone, Smith, & Frisvold,
2007)—the belief that early childhood appears to be the starting point for many of the
predispositions to future achievement gaps. Burchinal et al. (2011) also added that disparities
between African-American and White SES also contribute significantly to the problem.
Rothstein (2011) agreed with the assertion that early childhood experiences or lack thereof are
factors that must be considered. In addition, Rothstein (2011) indicated that cultural aspects of
the early childhood experiences like peer-group associations and other social interactions help to
determine the quality of the early childhood experience. Wenglinsky (2004) provided the
following explanation for the causes of the achievement gap:
The causes for the achievement gaps are very complicated in nature. According to
experts, there are 2 main culprits: The first of which spawns from a student’s home life
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and includes the student’s SES, culture, and background. The second cause is factors
related to the schools and teachers. There could be many cultural, home-based, and
genetic factors that have had an impact on this discrepancy. (p. 2)
Each of the previously reported causes of the achievement gap provides either directly or
indirectly the issue of race, SES, and early childhood experience and culture as major
contributors to the achievement gap. Several researchers and educators have suggested that the
local school and classroom teachers are also contributing factors (Noguera & Akom, 2000;
Wenglinsky, 2004).
The literature examining the impact of being poor or disadvantaged has strongly
supported the contention that poverty is the most historically persistent causal factor in academic
achievement (Avila, 2010; Carlyle, 2008). In a similar manner, the literature has also addressed
the correlation between ethnicity and academic achievement. However, the literature has not
done a creditable job of examining or reporting how being both African American and
disadvantaged impact academic achievement in spite of the unlimited data that clearly shows that
the majority of disadvantaged are African-American people.
Although the research is replete with possible reasons and causes for the difficulties
associated with this issue, the problem persist. According to some researchers (Clewell et al.,
2007; Harford, 2007; Rothstein, 2008), the causes and reasons are as varied as the students and
backgrounds of families and communities. A substantial amount of research has made a
connection between being disadvantaged and academic achievement (Braun et al., 2010;
Goddard, Salloum, & Berebitsky, 2009; Griffin, Jayakumar, Jones, & Allen, 2010). According
to several researchers (Baker, 2009; Hughes et al., 2009; Taylor, 2005), poverty appears not to
discriminate based upon race or ethnicity. In short, poverty has a deleterious impact overall.
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Although the literature contains studies suggesting a correlation between the impact of being
disadvantaged on achievement (Levin, 2007; Okoye, 2009; Rothstein, 2008), there remain
several troubling issues that have not been significantly addressed through the literature, thereby
giving credence to further exploration of the examination of the impact of being disadvantaged
on achievement (Burton, 2007).
Duncan and Magnuson (2005) argued that one cannot read the literature on poverty and
academic achievement without, at a minimum, questioning the research approach. In short, much
of the literature focuses an inordinate amount of effort studying the issues associated with the
impact of being disadvantaged on academic achievement as opposed to addressing specific
instructional strategies to limit the negative impact and improve achievement. One research
initiative in particular helps to inform the aforementioned theory on the impact of being
disadvantaged or in poverty (Ractor, Johnson, & Fagan, 2001). According to Ractor et al. (2001),
“The analysis reveals that welfare dependence and single parenthood are the major underlying
factors producing child poverty. Race per se is not a significant factor in directly increasing child
poverty” (p. 13). Reducing the higher levels of single parenthood and dependence among
African Americans is the only way that the level of poverty among African Americans can be
reduced (Ractor et al, 2001). In fairness, it is important to note that the research was conducted
by the Heritage Foundation (2001) whose self-expressed mission is: “Our mission is to formulate
and promote conservative public policies based on the principles of free enterprise, limited
government, individual freedom, traditional American values, and a strong national defense” (p.
1). The obvious problem with the conclusions drawn by the report is the fact that it appears
cyclical in that it states the single most contributing cause of poverty is single-parent
households; yet, they further state that single parent households lead to poverty.
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Although the literature suggest that SES is a major contributor to low academic
achievement, there is evidence to support the contention that other factors, such as cultural and
environmental factors also contribute to the achievement gap between African Americans and
Whites (Drukker, Feron, Mengelers, & van Os, 2009). NCLB (2001) appears to have recognized
these problems when the legislation was enacted and put forth several mandates designed to
address the achievement disparities most pronounced in disadvantaged students (Delpit, 2007;
Evans, 2005; Freeman, 2005). It is most unfortunate that the NCLB legislation did not require
more oversight and accountability relative to whole-school reforms implemented over the past 10
years of the Act. The fact that the achievement gap for African-American and disadvantaged
students persist in spite of the national initiative raises several questions regarding the impact of
NCLB (Berlak & Harold, 2001; Kulm, 2007; Williams, 2006).
The literature has also provided data regarding the achievement gap that exists between
other ethnicities. For example, multiple studies (Carpenter, Ramirez, & Severn, 2006; Clayton,
2011; U.S. Department of Education, 2010) have provided evidence that the achievement gap
between Whites and Asians has been and remains consistent. Nevertheless, some research has
shown that the achievement gaps also exist between other ethnicities as well. For example,
Birenbaum, Nasser, and Tatsuoka, (2007) examined the achievement gap between Jewish and
Arab fourth graders in mathematics. The results indicated that the Jewish fourth graders
performed significantly better than did the Arab students. Birenbaum et al. (2011) attributed the
differences to cultural and educational resources and also found that gender was also a
contributing factor in that boys scored significantly better than girls. Bahr (2010) examined the
degree to which remedial mathematics instruction was effective in closing the achievement
between Whites, African Americans, and Hispanics. Bahr (2010) found that closing the gap
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between White and Asian students was fairly easy compared to closing the achievement gap
between African Americans and Hispanics. The differences were due in part to the relatively
large achievement gaps between African Americans, Hispanics, and Whites. Bahr (2010)
concluded the following:
It is clear that any racial disparities in mathematics preparation and achievement may be
attributed to a number of well-documented expressions of socioeconomic inequality, such
as academic tracking, lower levels of parental capital, and the poorer quality of primary
and secondary schools in neighborhoods characterized by a high percentage of minorities.
(p. 212)
Although the literature is replete with research pertaining to the impact of being
disadvantaged on African-Americans, Hispanics, and other ethnicities (Bahr, 2010; Orr, 2003;
Rothstein, 2008), it is extremely thin with regards to its investigation of how poverty impacts
White students. To be clear, the literature has provided a long list of examples on the interaction
between race and achievement (Braun et al., 2010; Freeman, 2005); however, few studies, if any,
have reported that poor White students consistently outperform middle-class African Americans
and other minorities on tests of academic proficiency (Burchinal et al., 2011).Thus, poverty is
not only deleterious to African Americans, Hispanics, and other minorities, but apparently has
negative effects on Whites as well. This point is significant due to the specific wording in the
NCLB (2001), which states special attention must be paid to the underserved subgroup of the
disadvantaged student. It does not say directly that the disadvantaged must only be African
American.
Whole-School Reform Programs
The concept of whole-school reform, sometimes referred to as comprehensive school
reform, came into being initially as the government’s response to the 1983 report A Nation at
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Risk that painted a dismal picture of the state of education in the United States (U.S. Department
of Education, 1983). Although there are varying definitions of what constitutes a comprehensive
school reform, there is general agreement that comprehensive reforms encompass academics,
school management, staffing, and in many instances parent and community involvement
(Berends, Bodilly, & Kirby, 2002; Church, 2000; Dunn, 2009).
Actually, the concept of comprehensive school reform existed long before the
government officially funded whole-school reform programs. Programs such as Head Start and
Follow Through were being implemented as far back as the early1960s as mechanisms for
providing more direct and effective educational services to disadvantaged students (House,
Glass, McLean, & Walker, 1978; Lee, Brooks-Gunn, Schnur, & Liaw, 1990; Nehring,
2009).These programs were not considered to be whole-school or comprehensive-reform
initiatives because they generally focused on the instruction, curriculum or specific subject areas
such as reading and mathematics. More specifically, the general consensus and criticisms of the
early reform programs was that they lacked consistency the implemented the programs. Further,
according to some, the early programs were often fragmented in the overall approach to
addressing the achievement problems of minorities and low-income students (Berends et al.,
2002; Williams, 2006).
The implementation of several whole-school reform initiatives that were considered by
many to be ineffective lead to the creation of the New American Schools (NAS), a private nonprofit organization devoted to assisting school systems improve achievement through the design
and implementation of whole-school designs (RAND, 2002; Fischer, 2010; Fullan, 2010). NAS
later partnered with RAND for purposes of documenting and analyzing the formative aspects of
NAS’s efforts. According to RAND (2002), “NAS’s purpose was to implement comprehensive,
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scientifically research-based whole-school reforms” (para. 2). NAS implemented the program in
three phases:
 One-year development phase (1992-1993);
 Two-year demonstration phase (1993-1995, including the 1993-1994 and 1994-1995
school years); and,
 Three-year scale-up phase (1995-1998, from the school year starting in 1995 to the
school year ending in 1998). (para. 3)
RAND’s evaluation consisted generally in mixed results. For example, Berends et al. (2002),
found the following:
In total, of the 163 schools for which we had data allowing comparisons in performance
relative to the district or state, 81 schools (50 percent) made gains in mathematics relative
to the district and 76 schools (47 percent) made gains in reading relative to the district.
(p. 14)
In a similar effort, the U.S. Department of Education initiated legislation designed to
improve the achievement of all students, especially disadvantaged students. The Comprehensive
School Reform (CSR) was created and funded to address some of the same issues that NAS and
RAND were examining relative to the development of comprehensive, research-based programs.
The specific purpose of the legislation was to encourage school systems to implement
comprehensive, scientifically research-based whole-school reforms in order to improve student
achievement by providing financial incentives (RAND, 2007). The primary requirement was that
the selected reforms had to be scientifically research-based instructional practices. One of the
overriding problems associated with both the adoption and implementation of many of the
comprehensive reform programs was the lack of accountability relative to program evaluation
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and assessment (RAND, 2007). Further, the small number of districts that did conduct external
program evaluations did not follow established assessment processes. As a result, little merit
could be placed on the findings and implications (Feinzimer, 2000). Even in districts where socalled scientifically research-based reform programs were implemented, the programs did not
meet validated, evidence-based evaluation processes or procedures. The U.S. Department of
Education (2002) attempted to address this deficiency by developing a set of criteria for school
district practitioners to use in validating programs purported to be scientifically research-based.
The criteria provided by the U.S. Department of Education (2002) are the following: (a)
Systematic and empirical, (b) Rigorous data analysis, (c) Reliable and valid data collection, (d)
Strong research design, (e) Detailed results that allow for replication, (f) Expert scrutiny.
The U.S. Department of Education (2002), Comprehensive School Reform Program
Office, also discusses research designs found to be appropriate for conducting scientifically
research-based whole-school reform program evaluations. According to the department’s
recommendations, all research designs should be either experimental or quasi-experimental
designs that utilize random assignment and pre and post measurements where possible.
The research regarding the effectiveness of whole-school reform programs is mixed. One
particular example of this mixed-results syndrome is the Learning-Focused Schools (LFS)
program. The LSF program specializes in connecting reading comprehension, writing across the
curriculum, accelerating and scaffolding learning, balanced literacy, and differentiated
assignments with the overall goal of raising achievement (Thompson & Thompson, 2000).
The program was implemented in three elementary schools over a three-year period. The
LFS program breaks down instruction into nine reading strategies: (a) main idea, (b) sequencing,
compare and contrast, (c) telling how things are alike and different, (d) fact and opinion, (e)
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cueing systems, (f) cause and effect, (g) literary elements, (h) inferences, (i) extending thinking
activities.
The findings indicated that Hispanic and students from mixed racial groups did not show
any statistically-significant improvement in any assessed category using the program. On the
other hand, White students and students with disabilities did improve. What was most interesting
about the research when exposed to the Learning-Focused Schools Program results is that
African-American students performed better than all students overall (Daugherty, 2011; Viadero,
2010).
Another comprehensive educational reform program, AIM at Middle-Grades Results
Project, initially funded by the U.S. Department of Education, is a comprehensive school reform
program that assists middle-grade schools in becoming high-performing learning and caring
organizations (Education Development, 2000). The reform program focuses on the use of
“enduring understandings” and “essential questions” to guide student learning that meets local
curriculum standards. The middle school, MLK Middle School, was located in a high-poverty
district with 90% of the student population eligible for free or reduced-price school lunch. Over
the past three years, the student population of 744 students, 90% of whom are eligible for free or
reduced-price lunch, have steadily improved their performance on state standardized tests.
Research-Based Reforms
The fact that that NCLB (2001) has not achieved many of the expectations related to
closing the achievement gaps among African-American students, disadvantaged students, and
students with disabilities has led to a general consensus that the various reforms have not been
effective (Fullan, 2010; Grindle, 2004; Neague, 2011). According to Volonino and Zigmond
(2007), although many of the reforms may have changed education in general, they may not have

33

necessarily improved them. They further suggested that some of the reforms may have impacted
teaching strategies in a negative way. In contrast, two studies (Present, 2010; Porter, 2007)
concluded that although the district made performance gains and made AYP, most of the
subgroups—African-American, Hispanic, and disadvantaged students—did not improve
significantly. In another study, Avila (2011) concluded that although the English-speaking
students did move in a positive direction, the findings indicated that the reform implementation
was fragmented and did not improve the academic achievement of minorities or low
socioeconomic students. There were similar findings in a study conducted by Fischer (2010)
indicating that the accountability system of NCLB (2001) does not explicitly incorporate or hold
districts accountable for the skills needed for the twenty-first century (Williams, 2011).
One of the major flaws in the literature is the limited number of comprehensive
evaluations of reform initiatives (Adams, 2005; Cruz, 2011; Douglas, 2011; Newman, 2007).
Further, the majority of reform evaluations found were conducted by the parent organization, as
opposed to an external evaluation contractor. This gap obviously leaves areas of concern to both
the validity and reliability of the effectiveness of the program (Delpit, 2007; Educational
Research Services, 2001; Fullan, 2010).
There is some criticism regarding the implementation of whole-school educational
reforms. Woestehoff (2011) reported that the academic improvements in Chicago were
exaggerated and the overemphasis of test results has been a negative initiative. Further,
according to Woestehoff (2011), the schools would be better served if the more traditional
interventions such as decreased class size and increased parental involvement were implemented.
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African-American Achievement Gap Contributing Factors
According to the NAEP Report Card (2011), fourth and eighth grade students improved
in reading and mathematics when compared to the 2009 assessments. More specifically, the
achievement gap between African Americans and Whites narrowed in reading and mathematics
from the previous NAEP assessment in 2009. While the reported narrowing of the gap between
African-American and White fourth- and eighth-grade students is a positive sign, it does not
negate the fact that the difference between each ethnic group is closer; the fact remains that the
relative distance between African-American and White achievement is still statistically
significant (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). For example, according to NAEP (2011), the
average percentage of White students in the fourth grade scoring proficient in reading was 54%
compared to only 15% of African-American students (NAEP, 2011). The previous data indicate
that African-American students continue to perform significantly below Whites and even other
minorities, such as Hispanic and Asian students.
Although the reasons given for the achievement gap between African Americans and
Whites are varied (i.e., poverty, SES, and family structure) (Mickelson, 2009; Rowley & Wright,
2011), the most controversial appears to be racism. Several studies have examined the impact of
racism on achievement (Pearlstein, 2009; Purdie-Vaughns, 2004; Sanders, 1997; Webber, 2001).
Cohen (2009) conducted a multiple-year study that simply required African-American students
to write a reflection on a personal value. Cohen’s purpose was to examine how personal selfworth translated into self-affirmation. The simple writing intervention about personal value
resulted in improved grade point average and a reduction in the number of times students had to
repeat a course (Cohen, 2009).The obvious implication from the aforementioned study is the
potential for racism to damage the self-worth of young African Americans.
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This phenomenon of racism has been reported in several studies (Pine & Hilliard, 1990;
Seaton, 2010; Speight, 2007). Another example of the way in which past racism leaves a
psychological “scar” on African Americans is shown in a study conducted by Steele (1997), an
African-American psychologist. A standardized test was given to a group of half White and half
African-American students. Half of each group was told that the test did not measure ability. The
other half was told the test measured academic ability and capacity. The African-American
students who were told that the test measured ability scored significantly lower than those who
were told the test measured verbal ability. White students scored the same regardless of what
they were told about the purpose of the test. The researcher explained the results by suggesting
that African-American students were impacted by the long-standing stereotype that AfricanAmericans have limited ability and were therefore negatively impacted. These findings also
carry other implications regarding the achievement gap—namely, the impact of racial
vulnerability held by African-American students is a part of the subconscious and can be
triggered by either verbal or nonverbal factors. The impact of racism is also apparent at the
higher education levels. Swim, Hyers, Cohen, Fitzgerald, and Bylsma (2003) and Jones (2011)
reported that feelings of hostility exhibited by White students caused African-American students
discomfort and increased their level of anxiety relative to academic experiences.
Family structure has also been examined as a mediating variable in the achievement gap
between African-American and White students. Cooper, Crosnoe, Suizzo, and Pituch (2010)
conducted a longitudinal study to examine the connection between parental involvement,
poverty, and children’s math and reading achievement in kindergarten. Cooper et al. (2010)
concluded race and socioeconomic factors were second to parental involvement as related to
achievement in reading and mathematics. In another study conducted in Montréal, Caldas,
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Bernier, and Marceau (2009) also found a relationship between African-American achievement
gap and SES and peer family structure. The common link in most of the research regarding
family structure is that family influence appears to have the greatest impact during early
childhood (Geoffroy et al., 2010). Suizzo, Robinson, and Pahlke (2008), in examining the
influence of family on early learning, found that middle-class mothers struggled with
approaching topics such as education and overcoming racial barriers with their children.
Sun and Li (2011) argued that it is not only family structure that has an impact on
achievement, but also family stability. Sun and Li (2011) stated “decades of changing rates in
marriage, divorce, remarriage, and cohabitation in the United States have led to two general
trends in the living arrangements of American children” (p. 542). The researchers used a sample
of more than 22,000 American kindergarteners to compare academic performance growth curves
from kindergarten through fifth grade among three types of non-disrupted and three types of
disrupted families. The results of the study indicated that students from non-disrupted, twoparent families made continuous academic progress while students from disruptive, step-parent
households did not progress academically.
According to Clayton (2011), the actual school environment, in addition to racism and
family structure, should also be considered major factors that impact academic achievement.
however, Chaturvedi (2009) examined the interaction of a third variable, teacher quality, while
controlling for SES as a confounding variable. In summary, Clayton (2011) found that students
in high-poverty, high-minority, and low-performing schools have less access to well-qualified
teachers. Harris and Sass’ (2011) research supported Clayton’s conclusions and added teacher
experience and training produces larger achievement with experience. In addition, the results
appeared to mirror the findings of other similar studies that indicated there were achievement
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differences between African-American, White, and Hispanic students (Frankenberg, 2009; King
& Bouchard, 2011).
Chaturvedi (2009) conducted a study to examine various school environmental
factors and the relationship to achievement and motivation. Chaturvedi (2009), further concluded
that the occupation of the father and type of school (i.e., private vs. public) were examined
together with gender and grade. The results showed that all of the variables had a significant
effect on academic achievement, demonstrating once again that school environment appears to
be a factor in closing the achievement gap.
Success for All
Success for All (SFA) is one of the most utilized whole-school reading programs
currently in use and has been shown to be successful based upon empirical research data
(Institute of Education Sciences, 2007). According to Smith (2005), the SFA model is now used
in approximately 1,300 schools in 47 states. Although the program was initially designed to
address the reading proficiency of students in Grades K-3, it has since been expanded through
the upper elementary and middle grades (Slavin et al., 2005).
Success for All (SFA) focuses on four major components: (a) 90-minute reading groups,
(b) grouping by ability, (c) cooperative learning, and (d) continuous testing (Smith (2007). The
overall effectiveness of the program has been well documented, utilizing the evaluation criteria
of systematic and empirical, rigorous data analysis, reliable and valid data collection, strong
research design, detailed results that allow for replication, and expert scrutiny (U.S. Department
of Education, Comprehensive School Reform Program Office, 2002). In one program evaluation
effort Slavin et al. (2005), utilized a longitudinal, quasi-experimental cluster randomized sample
design over a two-year period to evaluate reading achievement. Schools were randomly assigned
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to implement Success For All or control groups. Students from 38 schools were randomly
selected and placed in pretest and posttest groups. The results indicated students in the SFA
schools gained more than a half-year improvement in reading attack skills (Slavin et al., 2005).
In another evaluation study, Daniels, Madden, and Slavin (2004) examined the impact of
SFA on middle school students. The program was evaluated by an external third party agency,
the National Opinion Research Center. The research team utilized randomized pretest and
posttest control groups to compare the impact of SFA on high-stakes reading achievement. Once
again, the SFA students out gained the students in the non-SFA groups (Slavin et al., 2005).
The What Works Clearinghouse, Institute of Education Services, U.S. Department of
Education (2009) and the Institute of Education Services (2007) “reviewed one hundred and ten
studies on the impact of SFA in four areas: alphabetic, fluency, comprehensive, and general
reading achievement” (p. 4). In general, the researchers rated SFA programs highly to
moderately successful in most reading domains. None of the research studies found negative
results. In effect, SFA equaled or exceeded all comparison groups’ performances.
NCLB (2001) identified specific subgroups, African Americans, and students from
disadvantaged families as a central focus of the legislation. It is, therefore, absolutely necessary
that any critical review of the effectiveness of any comprehensive school reform initiative be
evaluated relative to their success with these two subgroups in particular. One such evaluation
study was conducted by researchers at Johns Hopkins University and the College of Education at
the University of Memphis (Borman et al., 2000). Although the purpose of the study was to
understand the impact of selected whole-school reform models on high poverty Title I school
students, the sample population was also comprised of a significant number of minority students,
specifically African American and Hispanics. The whole-school reforms consisted of SFA,

39

Roots and Wings, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge. Nine schools participated in the
mixed method research design. Four of the nine schools phased in Roots and Wings and Success
for All over a 3-year period. In each school, the student population consisted of 99%-100%
African-American students where 98% were eligible for free or reduced-price school lunch. The
implementation of the reform models resulted in a number of mixed results. None of the wholeschool reform models were a total success. However, there were qualitative results that included
improved teacher perception of the reform effort (Slavin et al., 2005).
Based upon the evidence as reflected in the aforementioned studies (Borman et al., 2000;
Daniels et al., 2004; Jackson, 2006; Slavin et al., 2005), it is apparent that Success for All is an
effective whole-school reform model for improving reading proficiency of minority and
disadvantaged students. However, school systems must consider the initial and on-going costs
associated with adopting reform models like Success for All. According to the Success for All
website (www.csoc.jhu.edu), the cost for first-year implementation of SFA is between $70,000$85,000. Second-year program costs are between $26,000 and $30,000. Year three of the
program costs between $23,000 and $25,000, resulting in a total cost of between $119,000$140,000 (Borman & Hewes, 2002). Yet, Borman and Hawes (2002) concluded the following:
Success for All students completed eighth grade at a younger age, with better
achievement outcomes, fewer special education placements, fewer retentions, and at the
same educational expense. Further cost-effectiveness comparisons to the three prominent
interventions suggest that Success for All is deserving of similar recognition as a sound
educational investment that provides strong and lasting educational benefits. (pp. 243266)
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Direct Instruction
Direct Instruction, developed by Siegfried Engelmann and Wesley Becker of the
University of Oregon, is among the oldest whole-school reform programs in the country. It was
initially created to address the learning deficiencies of disadvantaged urban students (Adams &
Engelmann, 2007; Engelmann, 1996; Maccoby & Zellner, 1970). Direct Instruction was also one
of the initial sponsor programs for Project Follow Through, created under President Lyndon B.
Johnson as an extension of the Head Start program and a part of the Great Society Programs
created to offset the impact of poverty (Egbert, 1981). Direct Instruction consists of several
specific components. Specially, instruction is highly scripted with a major emphasis on intense
student-teacher interaction in which students and teachers receive immediate feedback. As
reported by Stockard (2011), “The instructional approach also places great emphasis on the
acceleration of the learning process” (p. 31). According to Huitt (2008), models of instruction are
often based upon various theories of learning, such as operant conditioning and information
processing. This purported connection between operant conditioning and Direct Instruction
appears to be a contradiction in several respects (Englemann, 1968). Operant conditioning is
based upon the belief that learning is shaped or contingent on the consequences of a particular
behavior as opposed to the antecedents of behavior (Santrock, 2009; Woolfolk, 2010). If this is
so, what are the specific consequences associated with direct instruction that would increase the
probability that a student will repeat the behavior(s) that would lead to increased learning?
It would appear to the researcher that classical conditioning, where behavior is paired
with a pleasant stimulus, may be more effective in ensuring that students repeat the positive
antecedent behaviors that lead to increased learning. Further, according to several proponents of
the Direct Instruction (Douglas, 2004; Huitt, 2008; Rosenshine, 1996; Santrock, 2009), the
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Direct Instruction model is an interactive process between teacher and student. This being the
case, it is logical to assume that the behavior of the teacher would also be a powerful antecedent
impacting student learning. In view of the fact that operant conditioning, similar to direct
instruction, is one such instructional model, and according to Rosenshine (1976), produces a
greater rate on student learning as evidenced by improved student proficiency scores. Although
direct instruction is often implemented as a whole-school reform model, the central focus is
teacher behavior and student-teacher interaction (Rosenshine, 1996).
Although the literature provides several examples of the success of Direct Instruction
(Huitt, 2008; Rosenshine, 1996; Santrock, 2009; Stockard, 2011), one of the initial evaluations of
the reading program (Ryder, Sekulski, & Silberg, 2003) was highly critical by concluding that:
Across all the schools in the study, students in first, second, and third grade receiving
Direct Instruction scored significantly lower on their overall reading achievement than
students receiving more traditional forms of reading instruction and these results were
consistent across 3 consecutive school years; and overall, on measures of reading
achievement, students receiving more traditional forms of reading instruction in urban
and suburban school districts display significantly greater gains than students receiving
Direct Instruction. (p. 3)
Ryder et al. (2003) critical review of the Direct Instruction reading program resulted in a
critical review of the evaluator’s review (Adams et al., 2004). In fact, it is safe to say that the
response to the criticism went beyond and above the typical response to a critical review. In
addition to pointing out that Ryder’s critique of DI was an unfair assessment of the process, the
reviewers suggested that the entire critique of DI by Ryder should be disregarded because it was
not published in a “peer-reviewed” journal (Tarver, as cited in Adams et al., 2004, p. 115).

42

The report contained three major flaws. The faulty conceptualization of Direct Instruction
(which destroyed the integrity of the Direct Instruction that was being evaluated): The
selection of so-called Direct Instruction classrooms in which the reading lessons were to
be more like whole language or literature–based instruction than like real Direct
Instruction lessons…. and grossly inadequate training of teachers in the purposes and use
of Direct Instruction. After several meetings, I became convinced that Mr. Ryder’s real
intent was to provide so-called “evidence” that could be used to ridicule Direct
Instruction. Otherwise, if he was a knowledgeable researcher, why would he propose a
study so obviously flawed in both its design and implementation? (p. 115)
Historically speaking, this was not the first time that Direct Instruction was the target of a
somewhat suspect evaluation of the effectiveness of the program. In 1977, a grant was issued by
the Ford Foundation to evaluate Follow Through utilizing a third-party evaluation team (Egbert,
1981). The evaluators consisted of Gene Glass from the University of Colorado, Leslie McLean
from the Ontario Institute for Education Studies, and Decker Walker of Stanford University.
According to Glass (1981), “The truth about Follow Through is complex. No simple answer to
the problem of educating disadvantaged students has been found…what worked well in one town
worked poorly in another” (p. 4). Although Glass (1981) was evaluating Follow Through in
general, in truth he and his team were evaluating all of the sponsored Follow Through programs,
most specifically, Direct Instruction. In short, the evaluation, based upon the data presented, did
not agree that highly structured programs were successful in improving achievement. Adams and
Engelmann (1996), however, conducted a meta-analysis that indicated "mean effect size average
per study was more than .75, which confirms that the overall effect is substantial" (p. 13).
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a) Although literature abounds with individual and school testaments to the effectiveness of
Direct Instruction (Bock, Stebbins, & Proper, 1977; Carnine, Silbert, & Kameenui, 1997),
one of the most compelling evaluation efforts comes from Engelmann (2007). Utilizing
the data from the associates’ evaluation, the authors provide evidence that Direct
Instruction outperformed all of the Follow Through sponsor programs relative to its
effectiveness with basic skills and disadvantaged populations (Becker & Engelmann,
1996). According to Becker and Engelmann (1996), the National Evaluation of Project
Follow Through utilized a planned variation design to compare seven model programs
relative to their overall effectiveness in teaching disadvantaged students. The evaluation
involved 139 communities. The models compared were (a) The open Classroom Model
(b) Cognitively-Oriented Curriculum Model (c) The Responsive Education Model (d)
Bank Street Early Childhood Education Model (e) Tucson Early Education Model and (f)
the Language Development (bilingual) Model.
The results of the comparative evaluation data showed that Direct Instruction outperformed
all of the six models on grade equivalent and percentile performance scales by a quarter-standard
deviation, a significant difference (Bereiter & Kurland, 1996).
Core Knowledge
The Core Knowledge educational reform movement is a national reading effort that has
been shown to have positive results improving the reading ability of elementary level students
and is most effective with urban students (Bradley, 2005; Dorn, n.d.; Stern, 2009). According to
Hirsch (2008) “ Core Knowledge provides a clear outline of content to be learned grade by grade
so that knowledge, language, and skills build cumulatively from year to year” (para. 2). Andrews
(n.d.) provided further clarification of Hirsch’s theory by adding that “sequenced-connecting
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back with Hirsch's core belief that knowledge builds upon knowledge. Sequenced learning
entails students' ability to acquire new knowledge by complementing what they already know”
(para. 8).
Critics of the Core Knowledge curriculum, such as (Bradley, 2005; Dorn, n.d.; Stern,
2009, have suggested that individual differences are not addressed in the sequenced approach.
From the perspective of the author, those who complain that Core Knowledge may not hold the
interest of urban or minority students whose learning styles seem predicated on more current
events may have a valid point. Other detractors (Dorn, n.d.) say that “The curriculum stresses
Western culture and thereby shortchanges minority and low-income children” (para. 8).
Variables Impacting Reform Success/Failure
Burney et al. (2008) addressed the potential impact of extraneous variables on the
possibility that whole-school reforms will either succeed or fail to succeed or fail to improve
academic performance and thereby narrow or close the achievement gap. Foremost among these
extraneous variables are SES, family structure, psychological factors and social and cultural
factors SES, or more specifically poverty, has been the most researched and validated variable
correlated with academic achievement (Yeung et al., 2008). It must be stated, however, that
poverty or being disadvantaged is not a simple variable. In short, many of the other variables
identified as having a possible interactive deleterious impact on achievement are also generally
highly correlated with low SES or being disadvantaged (Burney & Beilke, 2008; Levin, 2007;
Yeung & Conley, 2008). As a result, researchers and educators must be careful not to apply
cause-effect relationships without extracting the potential interaction effect of other variables
(Gall et al., 2003; Harris, 2011). As stated by Yeung and Conley (2008), “Other family
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characteristics include family structure, number of children in the family, region of residence,
and whether the family resided in a metropolitan area” (p. 310).
As another example of how variables outside of the context of the classroom may impact
achievement, Oseguera, Conchas, and Mosqueda (2011) discussed how student achievement
may be influenced by what they refer to as social capital. Social capital, as described by
Oseguera et al. is described as “the less tangible resources gained through social relationships
that positively influence educational outcomes” (p.1137). Oseguera et al. (2011) provided a
descriptive explanation by stating that:
Unequal resources generate disparity in school engagement and achievement. These
resources may be evident, such as financial support, school infrastructure, and
technology, or less tangible, such as norms, encouragement, and information gained from
relationships and social networks. (p. 1136)
One may conclude that social capital is very similar to the psychological construct of self-esteem
that has been found to be a significant factor and correlate to academic achievement (Alloway,
Gathercole, Kirkwood, & Elliott, 2009; Patten, 2011).
Summary
The review of the literature pertaining to NCLB (2001), while extensive, is yet mixed
relative to drawing any conclusive impressions of the overall effectiveness of the NCLB.
Historically, the core components of NCLB have a long and comprehensive story to convey.
Having been created from a long list of previous national efforts to reform and improve
education in general and kindergarten through Grade 12 achievement in particular, the legislation
is comprehensive, yet filled with contradictions in both scope and process (Berends et al., 2002;
Fullan, 2010). These same contradictions are evident when attempting to review the findings
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relative to the overall effectiveness of the program. In short, the findings are mixed but appear to
indicate that while there are success stories, the general feelings reported by educators in the
field are that it either needs to be discarded or revamped.
The literature provides a fairly robust description of the effectiveness of various wholeschool reform models. SFA is the most adopted and validated among those reform programs that
are considered to be scientifically-based programs as described by the U.S. Department of
Education. Direct Instruction has also been validated by numerous studies as being a
scientifically-based effective reform program. Although Core Knowledge is not as well known
or documented as Success for All or Direct Instruction, the literature contains a host of creditable
research studies, validating its place among scientifically-based whole-school reform programs.
The literatures examining the variables that consistently impact academic achievement
appear to be in agreement on the fact that there is an achievement gap between the academic
performance between African-American and White students. The achievement disparity is
especially acute in reading and mathematics but shows in the other core subjects as well. The
research is also consistent in pointing out that the achievement gap is not a recent or new
phenomenon and has been evident and tracked since the early 1960s. As pointed out in the
majority of the research, while there have been some recent improvements in academic
achievement of both African Americans and Whites, the gap has remained constant.
A large body of the literature has addressed the wide range of causes associated with the
achievement gap and generally agrees that many of the root causes, namely, poverty and culture,
are elusive and difficult to correct. The earlier research reported in the literature, more so than
current reports, alludes to biological more than social reasons for the achievement gap. Even the
more conservative sources, such as the Heritage Foundation, now report that poverty and single-
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parent households account for the achievement gap between African-American and White
students. The literature is somewhat inconsistent regarding its reporting of the success or failure
of the NCLB (2001) to achieve the primary purposes and goals. There are reports that NCLB
generated significant gains in reading and mathematics. Upon closer examination, however, it
becomes clear that the gains were generally concentrated in the White and Hispanic populations.
In summary, the achievement gap between African-American and White students is
significant and appears to be widening in some instances. Achievement gaps are also present
between and among other ethnicities; however, those gaps do not equal the differences between
African Americans and Whites. Further, poverty is highly correlated with gaps in academic
achievement within all ethnicities but is most prevalent within the African-American
communities. Family structure is a significant factor and according to much of the literature
plays a role in contributing to both levels of poverty and the achievement gap. In addition, race
and racism are important factors when examining the origin of the achievement gap. Racism
often produces a lasting psychological impact on African-American students. The literature is
somewhat remiss in examining the impact of poverty on White academic achievement. The
overall consensus of the literature is that while NCLB (2001) leaves much to be desired relative
to the academic impact on kindergarten through Grade 12 education, there is general agreement
that the intent of the Act was and remains appropriate and needed.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
NCLB (2001) mandates that school districts implement research-based reform programs
to address deficiencies in reading among all students. Special emphasis is placed on this mandate
relative to narrowing the achievement gap between minorities and other subgroups, such as
disadvantaged students. More often than not, school districts employ expensive reform initiatives
but seldom perform either formative or summative evaluations of these programs to justify
continued utilization of same (Creswell, 2008; Wiersma & Jurs, 2005).
The purpose of the proposed study was to examine the impact of selected, whole-school,
research-based instructional programs on African-American and disadvantaged students’ CRCT
scores in reading in a large urban school district. For purposes of this study, a disadvantaged
student is one that qualifies for the respective school district’s free or reduced-price school lunch
program by meeting one or more of the Federal Government’s Poverty Guidelines. These
guidelines include but are not limited to income, number of persons in a household, or a member
of a household that receives any form of public assistance. The income eligibly criteria is
adjusted yearly (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). Currently, a student who is a member of a
household that meets the income criteria that is less than or equal to 185% of Federal Poverty
Guidelines is classified as being “disadvantaged” and is therefore eligible for free or reducedprice school lunch. Local school districts are required to follow these guidelines (U.S.
Department of Agriculture, 2011).
The methodology chapter includes a description of the setting for the study, the specific
rationale used in the selection of the research setting, as well as a detailed description of the
instrument and procedures used to identify and collect research data. The chapter also identifies

49

the research methodology and design of the study. The research questions and associated
hypotheses provided an overview of the type of data analysis that is employed in the study.
Design
The researcher utilized a causal-comparative research design to examine the impact of
three research-based educational reform programs on the reading achievement of AfricanAmerican and disadvantaged students in Grades 3, 5, and 8. Causal-comparative research
designs are appropriate for matching existing conditions with specific causes (Gay et al., 2009;
Gall et al., 2003). In effect, causal-comparative is an “ex-post facto” approach for identifying
reasons for the occurrence of a particular phenomenon, such as the impact of specific
instructional approaches on academic proficiency (Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010).
Similar to other non-experimental research designs, causal-comparative and correlational
designs seek to discover existing relationships. A significant difference is that causalcomparative designs attempt to attribute a cause-effect connection. As stated by Gall (2003),
although causal-comparative research designs differ from correlational designs, the major
difference is in how the variables are measured or analyzed (Gall, 2004, p. 296).
Threats to internal and external validity. According to Schenker, Phillip, and Rumrill
(2004), experimental designs have a much stronger claim to internal validity than causalcomparative designs. Causal-comparative designs may or may not have a stronger claim to
external validity, because external validity is established based on the degree to which the
sample is representative of the larger population (Warner, 2008).
The researcher recognizes the fact that the lack of randomization is a potential threat to
the overall validity of causal-comparative research and therefore utilized matching as a control
variable to reduce the potential impact of extraneous variables that could result in committing a
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Type I or II error (Gall et al., 2003; Gay et al., 2009). The researcher matched control variables
based on socioeconomic status and ethnicity. A matching process was initiated to tease out
factors that were not one of the grouping variables. As a result, students with disabilities,
students who were not economically disadvantaged were not included in the analysis of the data.
Research Questions and Null Hypotheses
Research Question 1: Is there a significant difference in the school level third grade
Reading performance between African American or disadvantaged students in the Intervention
Group where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented and African- American or disadvantaged students in the Comparison
Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Ho1: There is no significant difference in the school level third grade Reading
performance between African American students in the Intervention Group where the wholeschool reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented and
African American students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction,
or Core Knowledge is not implemented.
Ho2. There is no significant difference in the school level third grade Reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the Intervention Group where the whole-school
reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented
disadvantaged students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or
Core Knowledge is not implemented.
Research Question 2. Is there a significant difference in the school level fifth grade
reading performance between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention
group—where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
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Knowledge is implemented—and African-American students in the comparison group where
Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Ho3. There is no significant difference in the school level fifth grade reading
performance between African-American students in the intervention group and AfricanAmerican students in the comparison group.
Ho4. There is no significant difference in the school level fifth grade Reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the Intervention Group where the whole-school
reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented and
disadvantaged students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or
Core Knowledge is not implemented.
Research Question 3. Is there a significant difference in the school level eighth grade
reading performance between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention
group—where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented—and African-American students in the comparison group where
Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Ho5: There is no significant difference in the school level eight grade Reading
performance between African American students in the Intervention Group where the wholeschool reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented and
African American students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction,
or Core Knowledge is not implemented
Ho6: There is no significant difference in the school level eight grade Reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the Intervention Group where the whole-school
reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented and
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disadvantaged students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or
Core Knowledge is not implemented.
Research Question 4. Is there a significant difference in the student level third grade
reading performance between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention
group—where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented—and African-American or disadvantaged students in the
comparison group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not
implemented?
Ho7. There is no significant difference in the student level third grade reading
performance between African-American students in the intervention group and AfricanAmerican students in the comparison group.
Ho8: There is no significant difference in the student level third grade reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the intervention group and disadvantaged
students in the comparison group.
Research Question 5. Is there a significant difference in the student level fifth grade
reading performance between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention
group—where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented—and disadvantaged students in the comparison group where
Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Ho9. There is no significant difference in the student level fifth grade reading
performance between African-American students in the intervention group and AfricanAmerican students in the comparison group.
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Ho10. There is no significant difference in the student level fifth grade reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the intervention group and African-American
students in the comparison group.
Research Question 6. Is there a significant difference in the student level eight grade
reading performance between African-American students in the intervention group—where the
whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is
implemented—and African-American students in the comparison group where Success for All,
Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented
Ho11. There is no significant difference in the student level eighth grade reading
performance between African-American students in the intervention group and AfricanAmerican students in the comparison group.
Ho12. There is no significant difference in the student level eighth grade reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the intervention group and disadvantaged
students in the comparison group.
Research Question 7. Is there a significant difference between the relative impact of
Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core knowledge on the reading proficiency of students
following a pairwise comparison between each of the reform models?
Ho13. There will be no significant difference between the relative impact of Success for
All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge on the reading proficiency of students following a
pairwise comparison of each of the reform models.
Participants
The sample population for this study consists of African-American and disadvantaged
students in grades 3, 5, and 8 from selected schools in a large, urban school system. For
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purposes of this study, the 55 target schools were treated as the research subjects. The respective
school reading performance constitutes the unit of analysis. The CRCT reading sub-test results
includes the past year of 2010-2011. The participating schools previously self-selected one of
the whole-school reform programs of Success for All (SFA), Direct Instruction (DI), or Core
Knowledge. Each of the target schools presented a plan to the superintendent containing the
respective whole-school reform program together with a rationale based upon their annual
assessment results. Each school’s selection was approved at the school level, the district level,
and by the Superintendent.
The research population is made up of preexisting, intact groups; therefore, the targeted
research participants will consist of aggregated CRCT reading test scores for students in grades
3, 5, and 8 in schools that implemented either Success for All, Direct Instruction or Core
Knowledge whole-school reform programs. The targeted schools must have had one of the
whole-school reform programs for a minimum of 4 years. In effect, schools selected as
comparison schools will not have implemented any whole-school reform program. Control
schools have a variety of instructional programs but have not implemented any whole-school
reading reform programs.
The selection of schools representing the control group was matched on several criteria.
The matching criteria are: similarity of student populations relative to achievement, ethnicity,
and socioeconomic status (SES). A host of research studies have indicated that ethnicity and SES
have historically been highly correlated with academic proficiency (Clewell et al., 2007; Garner,
2012). Research further indicates that SES in particular is highly associated with several factors
that negatively impact what and how students learn (Strayhorn, 2010; Yeung & Conley, 2008).
The other rationale for matching on the criteria of SES and ethnicity is that failure to match
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schools’ academic achievement, for example, increases the risk of committing Type I and II
errors. In effect, matching on the aforementioned variables will assist in canceling out some
extraneous factors. The sampling approach will be a cluster sampling technique because each
sampling unit already exists and is intact (Wiersma & Jurs, 2005). Cluster sampling is
appropriate in situations where the population members are naturally grouped in units (Creswell,
2007).
The researcher conducted a power analysis for the purpose of determining the appropriate
sample size to minimize the chances of committing a Type I error. The results of the power
analysis indicated that with a predetermined error rate of 5%, a confidence level of .95 and a unit
of analysis population consisting of 61 schools, a sample size of 55 data points (schools) would
be required. The actual research sample consisted of 61 schools. Table 1 provides specific
demographic data for the district and student analysis.

56

Table 1
District and School Level Demographics
__________________________________________________________
District Level
___________________________________________________________
District Required Sample Number
%
% African
Schools

95% CI

size

tested

Disadvantaged

American

__________________________________________________________
78

55

61

11,459

75%

92%

School Level
Grade

African-American students

Disadvantaged students

Reforms No Reforms

Reforms No Reforms

3

1425

1260

970

1302

5

966

1171

1081

1885

8
1142
1157
1122
1252
__________________________________________________________________
Totals
3533
3594
3110
4440

Setting
The setting for the research was 55 elementary schools and 16 middle schools in a large
urban school system. The student population of the selected school system consisted of
approximately 51,000 students with 90% being African American, 6% White, and 2% Hispanic.
Approximately 70% of the student population is eligible for free or reduced-price school lunch.
The research setting was chosen primarily because it is the only system in the metropolitan area
where adopting an educational reform to meet the NCLB requirement is mandatory based upon
individual achievement goals.
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Instrumentation
The Georgia Criterion Reference Competency Test (CRCT) was the instrument used to
measure the reading proficiency scores for African-American and disadvantaged students in
Grades 3, 5, and 8. The CRCT is designed to provide information and quantitative data that
provides a profile of how well students in Grades 1 through 8 acquire and learn the skills set
forth in Georgia’s curriculum content as outlined in Georgia’s performance standards (Georgia
Department of Education, 2010). According to the GA DOE Assessment Division (2012):
The number of CRCT test items varies by year, subject, and grade level. The information
collected from the test is used to assess academic achievement at the student, class,
school, system, and state levels; additionally, the test is used to identify areas of
individual student strengths and weaknesses. Raw scores are converted to scale scores for
reporting of performance levels. Three levels of performance are used: Does Not Meet
Expectation (below 800), Meets Expectations (800-849), and Exceeds Expectations (850
or above). (p. 2)
The CRCT is a criterion-referenced test specific to standards in Georgia; therefore, it is
not a norm-referenced test. The goal of norm-referenced tests is to rank and sort students rather
than measure the mastery of a subject (Georgia Department of Education, 2011). A criterionreferenced test is used to measure a student's mastery of a predetermined criteria or standard
(Bond, 1996; Huitt, 1996; Popham, 1975). According to Bond (1996a):
In 1994, thirty-one states administered norm-referenced tests (NRTs), while 33 states
administered criterion-referenced tests. Among these states, 22 administered both. Only
two states rely on NRTs exclusively, while one state relies exclusively on a CRT. (p. 2)
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More important to the purpose of this study is that criterion-referenced tests are designed
to find out how much students know before instruction begins and after it has finished (Georgia
Department of Education, 2011). For purposes of this study, the CRCT results, reported as
percentages, were compared to the impact of selected whole-school reading reform programs on
the percentage of students meeting or exceeding pre-established reading performance standards
assessed in science and social studies. The CRCT only assesses the content standards outlined in
the Georgia Professional Standards (Georgia Professional Standards Commission, 2009; Porter,
2007).
For the purposes of this study, Levels 2 and 3 (Meets and Exceeds) will be aggregated to
represent the percentage of students who meet the achievement standards established by the
Georgia Performance Standards (GPS). The GA DOE oversees the development of the CRCT
and adheres to the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (1999) as established by
the American Educational Research Association (AERA), the APA, and the National Council on
Measurement in Education (NCME) (Georgia Department of Education, 2011).
Validity
Validity is one of the two cornerstones of technical quality in testing and measurement,
which begins with the purpose of the assessment and continues through item writing and review
Georgia Department of Education (2010). All CRCT items are written by qualified, professional
content specialists specifically for the Georgia CRCT. The professional content specialists are
selected from local school districts and institutions of higher learning. Classroom teachers,
curriculum specialists, administrators, State Department of Education content specialists and
education professors from colleges and universities throughout the state are included in the
process. After the items are written, curriculum specialists and committees of Georgia educators
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review the items. Items are evaluated for overall quality and clarity, content coverage and
appropriateness, alignment to the curriculum, and grade-appropriate stimuli with an emphasis on
higher-order thinking skills (Georgia Department of Education, 2007). Great care is taken
throughout the item development process to monitor items for potential bias and to ensure
representation of all Georgia’s students. The GA DOE ensures that the CRCT meets the highest
standards of technical quality and defensibility. The Testing Division meets with an independent
panel of experts—Georgia’s Technical Advisory Committee (TAC)—on a quarterly basis. TAC
members are experts in the field of educational measurement who review all aspects of the test
development and implementation process on a continual basis (GA DOE, 2007).
The identification for the purpose of any test, as described by the GA DOE (2007), is the
first step in the validation process. The Georgia state legislature identifies the test purpose as
creating a measure of how well students have mastered the State’s curriculum (GA DOE,
2011b). The next step in the CRCT validation process is to form representative committees of
educators to identify skills, knowledge, and concepts to be assessed.
One of the most important functions of the respective validation committees is to develop
content domain specifications. These specifications are converted into content descriptions that
are shared with all interested stakeholders. These documents become a part of the paper trail as
evidence of the CRCT’s validity as a measure of the State curriculum. One of the final steps in
the CRCT validation process is the item writing phase. CRCT test items are written by qualified
committees of Georgia educators and assessment specialists and aligned with the Georgia
curriculum. Finally, the items are field tested for content and construct consistency. Standards
are established following the first administration of the field test. Although this standardization
phase may appear to be similar to what is typically called norming, it is not. The standards are
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state-specific. The standard setting in this instance is where the committees decide the test items
and the number of correct answers required to meet or exceed expectations. The last phase of
the CRCT development is the conversion of raw scores into scaled scores and performance
levels. The assessment department contracts with external, independent agencies to conduct
alignment studies to ensure content validity. Finally, the department has collected evidence
through separate independent alignment studies to ensure that the test measures the State’s
curriculum. The CRCT department also conducts analyses as evidence of external validity by
comparing how the constructs the CRCT measures compare with other well-recognized
assessments, for example, the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills ( ITBS).
Reliability
The other cornerstone of technical quality in testing and measurements is reliability (GA
DOE, 2010). In simple terms, reliability asks will the same measurement give the same or
comparable result for the same student every time it is administered. Reliability also refers to the
ability to generalize scores over time (test-retest), between other scores (interrater), and with
other items within the test (internal consistency) (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2004). Reliability is a
means for determining standard error of measurement and constructing confidence intervals to
identify where a person’s true score is likely located within a specified range of scores (Salvia &
Ysseldyke, 2007). The 2004 CRCT total test reliability for 2011 ranged from 0.89 to 0.90 for
third grade Reading, 0.85 to 0.91 for English/Language Arts, and 0.87 to 0.91 for Mathematics.
The GA DOE is confident that the CRCT are both reliable and valid (Georgia Department of
Education, 2007). According to the GA DOE Standards (2011):
Reliability is the degree to which test scores for a group of test takers are consistent over
repeated applications of a measurement procedure and hence are inferred to be
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dependable, and repeatable for an individual test taker; the degree to which scores are
free of errors of measurement for a given group. (p. 4)
The GA DOE reports several indices of reliability for the CRCT (Table 2). Clkronbach’s
alpha reliability coefficient is perhaps the most well-known and the most robust (Cronbach,
1951). According to GA DOE (2011b), a reliability coefficient expresses the consistency of test
scores as the ratio of true score variance to observed total score variance (i.e., true score variance
plus error variance). The Georgia State Department of Education utilizes Cronbach’s alpha as a
measure of the internal consistency of the CRCT. Cronbach’s alpha is computed using Crocker
and Algina’s formula (1986).
The Georgia assessment unit uses the standard error of measurement (SEM) as the
second index of reliability for the CRCT Georgia Department of Education (2007). This index
addresses the random variability of the raw test scores. The following table shows the reliability
indices in terms of Cronbach’s alpha along with the raw score SEM for all grades and subjects of
the 2011 CRCT.
Table 2
Reliability Coefficients (Cronbach’s Alpha) and Raw Score SEM for Subject/Tests by Grade
Reading
Grade

SEM

Alpha

3
4
5
6
7
8

.89
.90
.88
.87
.87
.85

2.45
2.36
2.53
2.40
2.51
2.33

Note. From Georgia Department of Education (2011).
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In general, the reliability coefficients for the CRCT for Grades 3, 5, and 8 are strong and
support the contention that the CRCT provides consistent results across grade levels.
Procedures
The initial procedures addressed were obtaining the required Internal Review Board
(IRB) packet and acquiring approval from the appropriate official. Following the IRB approval,
the researcher inquired about any school district approval that might be needed; however, in
view of the fact that the study only utilized public domain data and no human subjects were to be
involved, system approval was not necessary. Using the public domain State Department of
Education website, the researcher obtained a list of all schools in the urban school district to be
included in the study. The list was verified and grouped into elementary and middle schools
groups respectively. Information was obtained from the selected school systems; research
department to verify the reform model implemented in each school relative to the respective
reform model and the period of implementation. Each of the respective school reform models
were matched with each of the schools, including the number of years that the reform model had
been in place.
The Georgia State Department of Education, Department of Assessment and
Accountability provided data files for each of the respective schools included in the study to
verify GRCT scale scores and percentage of students in each performance level.
Data Analysis
The dependent variable was Reading performance at the third, fifth, and eighth grade
levels, respectively. Reading performance is categorical or dichotomous in that students will be
classified into two groups: meeting/exceeding established performance levels in reading on the
Georgia Criterion Referenced Competency Tests (GCRCT) or not meeting/exceeding established
performance levels in reading on the Georgia Criterion Referenced Competency Tests (GCRCT).
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There is one independent variable group with two levels: intervention and comparison.
Data will be entered into SPSS, a statistical package for the data analyses. These data have
intervention and comparison group students in grades 3, 5, and 8, respectively. The groups were
coded 1 for intervention group and 0 for comparison group. There is one dependent variable
with two levels or categories: Meets/exceeds performance standards and does not meet/exceed
performance standards. Those students whose scores meet or exceed performance expectations
were coded, one (1). Those who do not meet or exceed performance expectations were coded
zero (0). Therefore, an independent-sample chi square test was appropriate for testing the null
hypotheses. As Huck (2000) states, when two independent samples are compared with respect to
a dichotomous dependent variable, the chi-square test can be thought of as analogous to an
independent samples t-test (p. 619). The null hypotheses for this form of a chi-square test
contends that the two populations are identical in the percentage split between the two categories
of the response variable. In this dissertation research, the proportions of students exposed to the
intervention are hypothesized to meet/exceed reading performance expectations to a greater
extent than those students in the comparison group who do not have the benefit of the
intervention/treatment. A probability level p<.05 was used to establish statistical significance.
Each of the thirteen null hypotheses was tested by comparing the differences between the
percent of schools scoring at the aggregated meet and exceeds levels on the reading subtest of the
CRCT. The data will be analyzed for African-American and disadvantaged students in Grades 3,
5, and 8 for the 2010-2011 school year comparisons were made between schools
meeting/exceeding reading performance in each of the whole-school reform schools and students
where no reform was implemented.
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An independent samples chi-square test is a nonparametric test was utilized to detect any
significant differences between the reading proficiency of each type of education reform (Gall et
al., 2003; Gay, Mills, & Mills, 2009; Thompson, 2002). Independent samples Chi-square tests
are appropriate for determining whether or not the means of several dependent variables are
equal (Gall et al., 2003). The chi-square, as opposed to multiple t-tests, also decreases the
chances of committing a Type I error (Creswell, 2003; Gall et al., 2003; Gay et al., 2009). For
purposes of the proposed research study, the approach permitted the researcher to measure the
differences between the percent of students performing at the meet or exceed levels (both levels
were aggregated to form one statistic) of the CRCT in reading for each of the three researchbased reform models. The second phase of the analysis addressed the second part of the purpose
of the study, namely to determine which of the three reform models resulted in the greatest
reading proficiency gain by comparing each of the reform models with each other for each grade
level.
Effect size is a process used to provide a deeper and more comprehensive meaning and
understanding about the magnitude of the difference between two groups following a statistical
analysis such as analysis of variance (ANOVA) (Gall et al., 2003; Gay, Mills, & Mills, 2009;
Thompson, 2002) or a Chi-square test (Aguinis, 2006; Grissom & Kim, 2005). According to the
American Psychological Association (APA) guidelines (2009), the results section of all research
should include some measure of the effect size to assist the reader to appreciate the magnitude of
the differences including some discussion about the confidence interval associated with each
effect size (Huck, 2012).
In practical terms and for purposes of this research, effect size serves the purpose of
quantifying any differences between the impact of each of the independent variables (Success for
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All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge) on the reading proficiency of African-American
and disadvantaged students in Grades 3, 5, and 8. Effect size calculations are especially useful
for evaluating the degree to which respective educational interventions, such as whole-school
reading reforms, impact the percentage of students meeting the reading standards established by
a particular school district (Warner, 2008). Effect size is also important due to the fact that
practical significance of the findings must be considered. For purposes of this study, the size of
the differences between the impact of the respective reading reforms are significant; however
small, school districts will want to compare academic benefits against the practical
considerations of costs and resources. For purposes of this study, Cramer’s V—considered by
several statisticians to be the most reported effect size for chi-square—will be utilized as the
effect size statistic for this study (Grissom & Kim, 2012; Warner, 2008). Cramer’s V is also
appropriate for chi-square analysis involving more than two rows or columns. As recommended
by Warner (2008), analysis of any chi-square results should include a table showing frequencies
of columns and row percentages; obtained value of chi-square and the degrees of freedom; and a
brief discussion about the nature of the relationship reported in probabilities A Mann-Whitney U
test was used to conduct the pair-wise comparison between the three reform models. The MannWhitney test is similar to other tests that compares two independent samples. The Wilcoxon and
Levene’s median tests are similar but are strong as the Mann-Whitney (Huck, 2012).
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Analysis Procedures
This quantitative, causal-comparative research study has two purposes. The initial
purpose was to conduct an in-depth examination of the degree to which selected whole-school
reading reform programs could potentially affect the reading proficiency of students in Grades 3,
5, and 8 in a large urban school district. More to the point, the primary purpose of this
examination was to focus mainly on the degree to which whole-school reading reform programs
impacted the reading achievement of the underserved groups of African-American and
disadvantaged students. For purposes of clarity, the impact of the whole-school reading reforms
was measured by the percentage of students whose reading proficiency met or exceeded the
reading standards as evidenced by the Criterion Referenced Competency Test (CRCT). Success
for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge were the whole-school reading reforms
constituted the independent treatment variables. One of the general overriding issues of this
study was to provide quantitative evidence addressing whether the identified reading reforms
impacted reading proficiency across the grade levels of 3, 5, and 8 for either African-American
and/or disadvantaged students.
The second purpose of the study was to determine which of the three whole-school
reading reform programs produced the greatest percentage of students scoring in the meet or
exceed reading levels on the CRCT for African-American and disadvantaged students in grades
3, 5, and 8. This question was addressed by conducting a pairwise comparison between the three
whole-school reforms. In effect, which reading reform programs, without consideration of the
control variables of ethnicity, socioeconomic status, or grade level produced the highest reading
proficiency? The entire study and analysis is guided by the following research questions:
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Research Question 1
Is there a significant difference in the school level third grade reading performance
between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention group—where the
whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is
implemented—and African-American students in the comparison group where Success for All,
Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Research Question 2
Is there a significant difference in the school level fifth grade reading performance
between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention group—where the
whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is
implemented—and African-American students in the comparison group where Success for All,
Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Research Question 3
Is there a significant difference in the school level eight grade reading performance
between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention group—where the
whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is
implemented—and African-American or disadvantaged students in the comparison group where
Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Research Question 4
Is there a significant difference in the student level third grade reading performance
between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention group—where the
whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is
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implemented—and African-American or disadvantaged students in the comparison group where
Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Research Question 5
Is there a significant difference in the student level fifth grade reading performance
betweenAfrican-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention group—where the
whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is
implemented—African-American and disadvantaged students in the comparison group where
Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?.
Research Question 6
Is there a significant difference in the student level eight grade reading performance
between African-American students in the intervention group—where the whole-school reform
of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented—and AfricanAmerican students in the comparison group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core
Knowledge is not implemented?
Research Question 7
Is there a significant difference between the relative impact of Success for All, Direct
Instruction, or Core knowledge on the reading proficiency of African-American or disadvantaged
students following a pairwise comparison between each of the reform models?
The analysis of results consisted of three phases. The first phase of the analysis examined
and compared schools that had implemented whole-school reading reform programs to schools
that had not implemented whole-school reform programs relative to the level of reading
proficiency of African-American and disadvantaged students as evidenced by the percentage
meeting or exceeding State reading standards. This phase of the analysis focus was at the school
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level. The second phase of the analysis examined and compared differences in the percentage of
students attaining reading proficiency at the individual student level in grades 3, 5, and 8.
The former set of analyses may be of particular interest to school administrators who
wish to know whether a set of reform practices will increase their standing relative to other
school buildings in terms of the percentage of students attaining proficiency. However, the
student-level analyses have higher levels of statistical power, because there the analysis is based
on a large number of students, rather than a smaller set of schools. At both the school and the
student level, separate analyses examined the percent of proficiency attained for AfricanAmerican students, and for disadvantaged students, at the third, fifth, and eighth grades.
The third stage of the analysis is designed to provide quantitative information relative to
the specific impact of each of the whole-school reading reforms by conducting pairwise
comparisons between each of the three reform models in terms of improving proficiency rates for
all students. The reform models compared include: Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge.
School-Level Analysis
In order to determine whether there were significant differences in the percent proficient
between reform and non-reformed schools, a Mann-Whitney U test was employed. The MannWhitney U test was utilized, rather than an independent groups t-test, because the distribution of
percent proficient across schools does not follow a normal distribution, and because the sample
sizes of schools, particularly at grade 8, is relatively small (Huck, 2012). The Mann-Whitney U
test assessed the null hypothesis that the median proficiency rate for schools is equal for the
reformed and non-reformed schools. The null hypothesis is evaluated by comparing the median
rank of schools in the reformed group and the non-reformed school in terms of the school
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proficiency rate. To the extent that the median rank of schools in one group is different from the
other group, then it is less likely that the sample was drawn from a population in which the Null
Hypothesis was true. Where the Null Hypothesis has been rejected, the effect size for the
reformed versus non-reformed comparison was computed, following procedures described by
Grissom and King (2012). Specifically, the probability that a random case drawn from the
population in one group will be higher than a random case drawn from the other. This
probability is computed by dividing the Mann-Whitney U test by the product of the sample sizes.
School-Level Results Grade 3
Research Question 1: Is there a significant difference in the school level third grade
Reading performance between African American or disadvantaged students in the Intervention
Group where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented and African- American or disadvantaged students in the Comparison
Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Ho1: There is no significant difference in the school level third grade Reading
performance between African American students in the Intervention Group where the wholeschool reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented and
African American students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction,
or Core Knowledge is not implemented.
As shown in Table 3, no statistically significant differences in third grade reading
proficiency rates for African American (U=203.50, p=.365). As a result, the researcher failed to
reject the Ho1.
Ho2. There is no significant difference in the school level third grade Reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the Intervention Group where the whole-school
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reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented
disadvantaged students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or
Core Knowledge is not implemented.
The anlaysis of Ho2 that examined the impact of whole-school reforms on the reading
proficiency of disadvantaged (Table 3) also resulted in a failure to reject the hypothesis of no
difference ( Mann-Whitney U of 128, p=.155).
Table 3
Grade 3 Proficiency Rates for Reform and Non-reform Schools (School Level Analysis)
______________________________________________________________________________
African-American
Mean percent
Median
Mann-Whitney
School type n
proficient
rank
U statistic
p
______________________________________________________________________________
Non-reform 22
85.50
24.25
203.50
.365
Reform
17
82.32
20.75
______________________________________________________________________________
Disadvantaged
Mean percent
Median
Mann-Whitney
School type n
proficient
rank
U statistic
p
______________________________________________________________________________
Non-reform 22
85.82
17.32
128.00
.155
Reform
17
89.56
22.50
______________________________________________________________________________

School-Level Results Grade 5
Research Question 2. Is there a significant difference in the school level fifth grade
reading performance between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention
group—where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented—and African-American students in the comparison group where
Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
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Ho3. There is no significant difference in the school level fifth grade reading
performance between African-American students in the intervention group and AfricanAmerican students in the comparison group.
As shown in Table 4, no statistically-significant differences in fifth grade reading
proficiency rates for African-American (U=185, p=.955 ). The results of the Mann-whitney U
caused the researcher to fail to reject Ho 3..
Ho4. There is no significant difference in the school level fifth grade Reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the Intervention Group where the whole-school
reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented and
disadvantaged students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or
Core Knowledge is not implemented.
Again, Table 4 indicates that like African-American students,the reading proficiency of
disadvantaged students was not significantly impacted by reform or non-reform school programs
resulting in a failure to reject Ho4 (U=143.50, p=.336).
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Table 4
Grade 5 Proficiency Rates for Reform and Non-reform Schools (School Level Analysis)
______________________________________________________________________________
African-American
Mean percent
Median
Mann-Whitney
School type n
proficient
rank
U statistic
p
___________________________________________________________________________
Non-reform 22
86.91
19.91
185.00
.955
Reform
17
87.47
20.12
______________________________________________________________________________
Disadvantaged
Mean percent
Median
Mann-Whitney
School type n
proficient
rank
U statistic
p
______________________________________________________________________________
Non-reform 22
86.00
18.02
143.50
.336
Reform
17
88.13
21.53
______________________________________________________________________________

School-Level Results Grade 8
Research Question 3. Is there a significant difference in the school level eighth grade
reading performance between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention
group—where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented—and African-American or disadvantaged students in the
comparison group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not
implemented?
Ho5: There is no significant difference in the school level eight grade Reading
performance between African American students in the Intervention Group where the wholeschool reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented and
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African American students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction,
or Core Knowledge is not implemented.
As shown in Table 5, no statistically-significant differences in eight grade proficiency
rates for disadvantaged students (U=29.50, p=.329) The results of the Mann-Whitney U caused
the researcher to fail to reject Ho5. In short, African-American students in grade five did not
demonstrate any significant differences in reading proficiency when attending reform or nonreform schools.
Ho6: There is no significant difference in the school level eight grade Reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the Intervention Group where the whole-school
reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented and
disadvantaged students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or
Core Knowledge is not implemented.
The results of the Mann-Whitney U of 36.50 and a probability of .723 caused the
researcher to fail to reject Ho6 indicating that at the eigth grade level, the reading proficiency of
disadvantaged students was not significantly different (Table 5).

75

Table 5
Grade 8 Proficiency Rates for Reform and Non-Reform Schools (School Level Analysis)
______________________________________________________________________________
African-American

School type

n

Mean percent
proficient

Median
rank

Mann-Whitney
U statistic

p

Non-reform 5
94.44
10.72
29.50
.329
Reform
11
91.11
8.28
______________________________________________________________________________
Disadvantaged

School type

n

Mean percent
proficient

Median
rank

Mann-Whitney
U statistic

Non-reform
Reform

5
11

91.67
94.33

9.06
9.94

36.50

p
.723

Student-Level Analysis Findings for Grades 3, 5, 8
In order to determine whether there were significant differences in proficiency rates
between African-American and disadvantaged students in reformed and non-reformed schools,
Pearson’s chi-square test was employed. The chi-square test assesses the null hypothesis that the
proportion of students attaining proficiency is equal for students in reformed and non-reformed
schools. This test assumes that cases can be categorized into mutually exclusive categories
(proficient and non-proficient). Although an entire school cannot be categorized as being
proficient or not proficient, and individual student can be. When significant differences were
found, effect sizes were estimated using the Phi coefficient. Phi can be interpreted in a manner
similar to a coefficient of correlation (Huck, 2012; Warner, 2008).
Student-Level Findings Grade 3
Research Question 4. Is there a significant difference in the student level third grade
reading performance between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention
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group—where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented—and African-American or disadvantaged students in the
comparison group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not
implemented?
Ho7. There is no significant difference in the student level third grade reading
performance between African-American students in the intervention group and AfricanAmerican students in the comparison group.
As shown in Table 6, proficiency rates were significantly higher (chi-square = 4.461, p =
.035) among African-American students in non-reformed schools (85.78%) than among AfricanAmerican students in reformed schools (82.81%). The results of the chi-square analysis resulted
in rejection of the hypothesis of no difference indicating that African-American students
performed significantly better in reading then did African-American students who attended
schools implementing whole-school reading reforms. Although the differences were statistically
significant, the Phi coefficient effect size (.04) indicates a weak relationship the independent and
dependent variables.
Ho8: There is no significant difference in the student level third grade reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the intervention group and disadvantaged
students in the comparison group.
By contrast, Table 6, proficiency rates were also significantly higher (chi-squared = 4.833, p =
.028) among disadvantaged students in reformed schools (89.48%) compared with disadvantaged
students in non-reformed schools (86.43%). The Phi coefficients (effect sizes) for the reformed
versus non-reformed models was .05 for disadvantaged students. The results of the chi square
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resulted in a rejection of Ho8. Please note that a very small effect can attain statistical
significance in a sample of this size.
Table 6
Grade 3 Proficiency Rates for Reform and Non-Reform Schools (Student Level Analysis)
______________________________________________________________________________
African-American
School type
Pass
Fail
Pass %
x2
p
______________________________________________________________________________
Non-reform
1086
180
85.78
4.461
.035
Reform
1180
245
82.81
______________________________________________________________________________

x2 (2,N=2,690) =4.461, p<.028
Disadvantaged
School type
Pass
Fail
Pass %
x2
p
______________________________________________________________________________
Non-reform
1127
177
86.43
4.833
.028
Reform
868
102
89.48

x2 (2, N = 2,274) =4.833,

p < .028

Student-Level Findings Grade 5
Research Question 5. Is there a significant difference in the student level fifth grade
reading performance between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention
group—where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented—and disadvantaged students in the comparison group where
Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Ho9. There is no significant difference in the student level fifth grade reading
performance between African-American students in the intervention group and AfricanAmerican students in the comparison group.
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As shown in Table 7, no significant differences were found in proficiency rates between
2=.034, p=.854).

fifth grade African-American students in reformed and non-reformed schools (x

The chi-square statistic results caused the researcher to fail to reject Ho9: In effect, AfricanAmerican students reading proficiency did not vary significantly between those attending
schools with reading reforms and those not implementing reforms.
Ho10. There is no significant difference in the student level fifth grade reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the intervention group and African-American
students in the comparison group.
Similarly, no significant differences were found in proficiency rates between
disadvantaged students in reformed and non-reformed schools in Grade 5 (x2= 2.832, p=.092). As
a result of the chi square findings, the researcher failed to reject Ho10.
Table 7
Grade 5 Proficiency Rates for Reform and Non-Reform Schools (Student Level Analysis)
______________________________________________________________________________
African-American
School Type
Pass
Fail
Pass %
x2
p
______________________________________________________________________________
Non-reform
1019
152
87.02
.034
.854
Reform
838
128
86.75

x2 (2, N = 1,856) =.034,

p < .54

Disadvantaged
School type
Pass
Fail
Pass %
x2
p
______________________________________________________________________________
Non-Reform
1621
264
85.99
2.832
.092
Reform
898
120
88.21
______________________________________________________________________________

x2(2, N = 2,127) =2,518, p < .092
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Research Question 6. Is there a significant difference in the student level eighth grade
reading performance between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention
group—where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented—and African-American or disadvantaged students in the
comparison group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not
implemented?
Student-Level Findings Grade 8
Ho11. There is no significant difference in the student level eighth grade reading
performance between African-American students in the intervention group and AfricanAmerican students in the comparison group.
As shown in Table 8, at the eighth grade level, no significant differences (x
p=.055)

2=.3.674,

were found in proficiency rates between African-American students in reformed and non-

reformed schools. As a result, the researcher failed to reject the hypothesis of no difference for
Ho11 indicating that the reading proficiency of eigth grade African-American students resulted
in no significant differences based the type of reading program being implemented.
Ho12. There is no significant difference in the student level eighth grade reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the intervention group and disadvantaged
students in the comparison group.
As shown in Table 8 The chi-square results, x2= 8.347, was significant, p = .004,
resulting a the rejection of the hypothesis of no difference, indicating that the reading proficiency
of disadvantaged students attending schools with whole-school reading reform programs
outperformed disadvantaged students attending non-reform schools. The strength of the
relationship between the independent variable and the outcome variable was small, .06.
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Table 8
Grade 8 Proficiency Rates for Reform and Non-Reform Schools (Student-Level Analysis)
______________________________________________________________________________
African-American
School type
Pass
Fail
Pass %
x2
p
______________________________________________________________________________
Non-reform
1083
74
93.60
3.674
.055
Reform
1045
97
91.51

x2(2, N = 2,127) =3.674, p < .055
Disadvantaged
School type
Pass
Fail
Pass %
x2
p
______________________________________________________________________________
Non-reform
1150
102
91.85
8.347
.004
Reform
1064
58
94.83
______________________________________________________________________________

x2(2, N = 2,213) =8.347, p < .004
Comparison of Reform Models
The schools implementing whole-school reforms in the sample followed one of three
models: Success for All (SFA), Direct Instruction (DI), and Core Knowledge (CK). The next
stage of the analysis compared proficiency rates between each of the three models at the school
level in an effort to rate the effectiveness of each respective model in improving the reading
proficiency of the general population of African-American and disadvantaged students across
Grades 3, 5, and 8.
Whole-School Comparison Findings
Research Question 7. Is there a significant difference between the relative impact of
Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core knowledge on the reading proficiency of students
following a pairwise comparison between each of the reform models?
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Ho13. There will be no significant difference between the relative impact of Success for
All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge on the reading proficiency of students following a
pairwise comparison of each of the reform models.
Direct Instruction (DI) versus Success for All (SFA). As shown in Table 9, the
percentage of students attaining proficiency was significantly higher (U = 33.50, p < .001) in
schools implementing the Direct Instruction reform model (M = 88.34) compared with those that
were implementing the Success for All reform model (M = 81.81). The probability that a
randomly drawn score from the Direct Instruction population will be greater than one drawn
from the Success for All population is .13, resulting in a rejection of Hypothesis 13, indicating
that there was a significant difference between the impact of Direct Instruction and Success for
All on reading proficiency across grade levels, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status.
Table 9
Proficiency Rates for (DI) Schools and (SFA) Schools
______________________________________________________________________________
Mean percent
Median
Mann-Whitney
Reform model
proficient
rank
U statistic
p
______________________________________________________________________________
DI
88.34
22.41
33.50
.001
SFA
81.81
10.59
______________________________________________________________________________
U = 33.50, p < .001
Core Knowledge (CK) versus Success for All (SFA). As shown in Table 10, the
percentage of students attaining proficiency was significantly higher (U = 11.00, p < .001) in
schools implementing the Core Knowledge reform model (M = 91.44) compared with the
Success for All reform model (M = 81.81). The probability that a randomly-drawn score from
the Core Knowledge population will be greater than one drawn from the Success for All
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population is .13. The results of the Mann-Whitney were a rejection of Ho13., indicating that
there was a significant difference between the impact of Core Knowledge and Success for All on
reading proficiency across grade levels, races/ethnicities, and socioeconomic statuses.
Table 10
Proficiency Rates for (CK) and (SFA) Schools
______________________________________________________________________________
Mean percent
Median
Mann-Whitney
Reform model
proficient
rank
U statistic
p
______________________________________________________________________________
CK
91.44
24.89
11.00
.001
SFA
81.81
9.19
______________________________________________________________________________
U = 11.00, p < .001
Core Knowledge (CK) versus Direct Instruction (DI). As shown in Table 11,
differences in proficiency rates between schools implementing the Core Knowledge and Direct
Instruction reform models are not statistically significant. The probability that a randomly drawn
score from the Direct Instruction population will be greater than one drawn from the Core
Knowledge population is .04.
As a result of the Mann-Whitney U statistic, the researcher failed to reject the hypothesis
of no difference, indicating that there was no significant difference between the impact of Core
Knowledge and Direct Instruction on reading proficiency across grade levels, ethnicity, and
socioeconomic status.
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Table 11
Proficiency Rates for (CK) and (DI) Schools
______________________________________________________________________________

Reform model

Mean percent

Median

Mann-Whitney

proficient

rank

U statistic

p

______________________________________________________________________________
CK

91.44

20.25

DI

88.38

14.41

94.50

.087

______________________________________________________________________________
U = 94.50, p >.087
Summary
The researcher utilized a causal-comparative research design to examine the impact of
three research-based educational reform programs on the reading achievement of AfricanAmerican and disadvantaged students in Grades 3, 5, and 8. An independent-sample chi-square
test was used to evaluate differences between the percent of schools scoring at the aggregated
meet and exceed levels on the reading subtest of the CRCT. The Mann-Whitney U test was
applied for the purpose of generating the effect size of each comparison. The analyses consisted
of school-level and student-level analyses to address the seven research questions and null
hypotheses. The analysis also included a comparison between the effectiveness of each of the
respective whole-school reading reforms.
The school level analyses did not provide any evidence of differences in student
achievement between the reformed and non-reformed schools. At the individual student level,
significantly higher proficiency rates were found for disadvantaged students in grade 3 and grade
8 in reformed compared with non-reformed schools. Among African-American students,
significantly higher proficiency rates were found in grade 3 for students in non-reformed schools,
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compared with reformed schools. The differences in results between the school-level and
student-level analyses are due to the greater sensitivity afforded by analyzing data from hundreds
of students. Proficiency rates differed significantly between reform models. Significantly higher
proficiency rates were found in schools implementing the Direct Instruction or the Core
Knowledge reform models compared with the Success for All model.
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CHAPTER FIVE: SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION
The sample population for this study consisted of CRCT reading proficiency scores of
students from 61 schools in Grades 3, 5, and 8 who took the CRCT reading test. The number of
African-American students who took the test in schools where whole-school reform programs
were implemented totaled 3,533, compared to 3,594 students taking the test from students
attending schools where no whole-school reform programs were implemented. The number of
disadvantaged students that took the CRCT reading test was 3,110 in schools with whole-school
reforms and 4,440 who attended schools that did not implement reforms (Table 11).
Table 12
Sample Population of African-American and Disadvantaged Students in Grades 3, 5, and 8

Grade

African-American students

Disadvantaged students

Reforms No Reforms

Reforms No Reforms

3

1425

1260

970

1302

5

966

1171

1081

1885

8

1142

1157

1122

1252

3533

3594

3110

4440

Totals

This chapter addresses each of the seven research questions by quantitatively examining
results of the null hypotheses utilizing the chi square and the Mann-Whitney U statistic. Effect
size results are provided in instances where the null hypothesis of no difference is rejected in
order to provide a quantifiable understanding of the relative strength of the differences between
groups. Success for All (SFA), Direct Instruction (DI), and Core Knowledge (CK) on the reading
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proficiency of African-American and disadvantaged students in Grades 3, 5, and 8 as evidenced
by the percentage scoring in the Meet and Exceed levels of the Criterion Referenced Competency
Test (CRCT).
Summary of Findings and Discussion
The primary purpose of the study was to examine the degree to which three selected
scientifically-researched whole-school reforms impacted the reading proficiency of AfricanAmerican and disadvantaged students. Reading proficiency in Grades 3, 5, and 8 was measured
by the percentage of schools and students scoring at the meet and exceeds levels of the CRCT.
Schools that had implemented whole-school reforms were compared to schools where no wholeschool reform was implemented. The secondary purpose of the research was to determine the
relative impact of each of the respective whole-school reform models on reading proficiency
when compared to each other.
The analysis of the results is presented in three phases. Phase 1, addresses school level
findings for Grades 3, 5 and 8 for African-American and disadvantaged students attending
schools that implemented whole-school reading reform programs compared to students who
attended schools that did not implement whole-school reading reform programs. The second
phase examined the impact of the selected whole-school reforms on reading achievement.
Finally, the analysis utilizes a pair-wise comparison between each reform to determine the most
effective program. The study was guided by the research questions. The null hypotheses served
the purpose of quantifying the responses to the research questions.
Summary and Discussion of School-Level RQ 1, 2, 3 and Ho 1-6.
Research Question 1. Is there a significant difference in the school level third grade
Reading performance between African American or disadvantaged students in the Intervention
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Group where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented and African American or disadvantaged students in the Comparison
Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Ho1: There is no significant difference in the school level third grade Reading
performance between African American or students in the Intervention Group where the wholeschool reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented and
African American students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction,
or Core Knowledge is not implemented.
The origin of this research question, as indicated in the review of the related literature,
precedes the findings of the Nation at Risk Report (1983) that provided a disturbing picture of
the state of education in America and indeed goes back at least to the start of Federal programs
such as Head Start and Follow Through (Egbert, 1981; McLaughlin, 1995). Each of these
individuals identified the need for educational reforms designed specifically to improve the
academic proficiency of underserved by implementing programs or instructional strategies to
close the achievement gaps that existed between certain ethnic and social groups. The specific
research intent of this question is to determine the degree to which educational reforms in
general can make a difference in the reading proficiency of African-American students
regardless of the specific whole-school reform or grade level. The achievement gap within and
between African-American students, as indicated both from an historical and contemporary
perspective, is well researched and documented (American Psychological Association, 2011;
Baker, 2005; Griffin, Jayakumar, Jones, & Allen, 2010).
The response to RQ1 supports the findings of Evans (2005), Ferebee (2005), and
Freeman (2005) when they concluded that little has changed achievement-wise relative to the
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implementation of the various educational reforms required under NCLB.
The statistical analysis failed to reject the null hypothesis (Ho1,2 ) of no difference. The
results of the Mann-Whitney U resulted in a median rank of 24.25 for reform compared to a
Median Rank of 20.75 for no reform schools ( p=.365), indicating that there was no significant
difference between the reading proficiency of third grade African-American students in schools
that implemented a whole-school reform and African-American students attending schools where
no whole-school reform was implemented. A similar finding occurred for Ho2, which addressed
the same prediction with the control variable for disadvantaged third grade students (p = .155),
resulting once again in a failure to reject the hypothesis of no difference.
Summary and Discussion of RQ2 and Ho3 and 4.
Research Question 2. Is there a significant difference in the school level fifth grade
Reading performance between African American or disadvantaged students in the Intervention
Group where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented and African American or disadvantaged students in the Comparison
Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Ho3: There is no significant difference in the school level fifth grade Reading
performance between African American students in the Intervention Group where the wholeschool reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented and
African American students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction,
or Core Knowledge is not implemented.
Research Question 2 is identical to RQ1 with one exception—RQ2’s focus is on fifthgrade students rather than third-grade students. However, the similarity ends there because the
literature relative to what difference whole-school reforms compared to no reforms have on
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African-American reading proficiency is consistent in reporting that there is no significant
difference between the impact of reform and non-reform relative to African-American students’
reading proficiency (NAEP, 2011). Again, the results of the Mann-Whitney U concluded there
was no significant difference based upon a Median Rank of 19.91 and 20.12, respectively, for
reform and non-reform (p = .955), resulting in a failure to reject the null hypothesis (Ho3).
Simular to African-American students, the reading proficiency of students from disadvantaged
was not significantly impacted based upon their attending a reform or non-reform school.
Ho4. There is no significant difference in the school level fifth grade Reading
performance between disadvantaged students in the Intervention Group where the whole-school
reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented and
disadvantaged students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or
Core Knowledge is not implemented.
The analysis of Ho4 also resulted in a failure to reject the null hypothesis where the p
value was.336. The results of Ho4 and 5 is conclusive in their findings relative to the impact of
schools with whole-school reading reforms and schools where no whole-school reform has been
implemented. The reader must exercise some caution, however in the interpretation due to the
fact that the independent variables were not specifically identified or taken into account during
the analysis. Still, the basic research question of whether whole-school reform in general impacts
the reading proficiency of African-American and or disadvantaged eight grade students.
Summary and Discussion for RQ3 and Ho5 and 6.
Research Question 3. Is there a significant difference in the school level eight grade
Reading performance between African American or disadvantaged students in the Intervention
Group where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
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Knowledge is implemented and African American or disadvantaged students in the Comparison
Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not implemented?
Ho5: There is no significant difference in the school level eight grade Reading
performance between African American students in the Intervention Group where the wholeschool reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core Knowledge is implemented and
African American students in the Comparison Group where Success for All, Direct Instruction,
or Core Knowledge is not implemented.
The Mann-Whitney U for eighth grade African-American students in reform and nonreform schools revealed that there is no statistical significant difference in reading proficiency
relative to grade level. The analysis resulted in a Median Rank of 10.72 for non-reform
performance compared to a rank of 8.28 for schools with reforms (p = .329), resulting in a failure
to reject the null hypotheses. Similar to the results of the analysis of African-American and
disadvantaged students in the third and fifth grades, the reading proficiency for grade 8 students
did not vary based upon the presence or absence of whole-school reading reform programs.
Again, the small number of schools must be taken into account when interpreting the results.
Student-Level Summary and Discussion of RQ 4, 5, 6 and Ho 7-12.
Research Questions 4, 5, and 6, as did Research Questions 1, 2 and 3 speaks to the basic
question of whether or not whole-school reading reforms in general make a difference in reading
proficiency. The major differences between the two sets of research questions pertain to race and
socioeconomic status. In effect, does the impact of reform versus non-reform schools differ with
African-American or disadvantaged students? Another difference between the two sets of
research questions is the fact that Questions 1, 2, and 3 represent school-level data and analysis,
while the latter set—Questions 4, 5, and 6—represent student-level data and analysis.
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The researcher utilized a chi-square test in order to determine whether there were
significant differences in proficiency rates between African-American and disadvantaged
students in reform and non-reformed schools. The chi-square test examines the prediction of the
Null Hypothesis that the proportion of students attaining proficiency is equal for students in
reformed and non-reformed schools. The operative word or control variable for RQ 4, 5, and 6 is
disadvantaged students.
Hypotheses 7 and 8 examined the differences in the reading proficiency of AfricanAmerican and disadvantaged third grade students in reform and non-reform schools using
student level data. The results of the chi-square statistic of 4.461(p=.035)for African-American
students and 4.833 (p=.028) for disadvantaged students respectively resulted in a rejection of the
null hypothesis of no difference. It should be noted that the large sample sizes may have
influenced the significant results. On the other hand, the large sample size generally reduces the
changes for committing a Type II error. The small effect size of.04 and 05 respectively, requires
caution in the interpretation of the of the results.
Hypotheses 9, 10 used student data to the impact of reform and non-reform programs on
African-American and disadvantaged students in grade . There were no significant differences
found for either African-American or disadvantaged students relative to reading proficiency.
Grade 8 results, Research Question 6, Ho 11 and 12, produced mixed results. AfricanAmerican student’s reading performance differences between reform and non-reform students
were found not to be significant (p=.55). The results for disadvantaged students attending
schools with whole-school reading reform programs resulted in significant differences where
chi-square was 8.347 and p<.04. In effect, disadvantaged students in grade 8 attending schools
with whole-school reading programs did significantly better then disadvantaged students
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attending schools without whole-school reading reform programs. An effect size of only .13
however suggest that the finding may have been caused by other factors.
Connection of the Findings to the Literature
The literature is replete with studies that chronicle the impact of poverty or being
disadvantaged on academic achievement (Strayhorn, 2010; Yeung & Conley, 2008). The
majority of the literature concludes that while there is a general consensus that being
disadvantaged is often an impediment to achievement, whole-school reforms can have positive
results (Daugherty, 2011; Viadero, 2010). Their findings (Strayhorn, 2010; Yeung & Conley,
2008) to some extent, support findings for RQ4; namely, proficiency rates were significantly
higher (chi-square d = 4.833, p = .028) for disadvantaged students attending schools with wholeschool reforms compared to schools without reforms resulted in the rejection of Ho4 indicating
that there is a significant difference in reading proficiency when disadvantaged students attend
reformed schools. According to some researchers, this kind of result is more likely to occur when
the whole-school reforms are based on political factors rather than pedagogy (Fullan, 2010;
Grindle, 2004; Neague, 2011). The assertion that politics sometimes drives the respective
educational reforms implemented is supported by (Carnine, 1983) when comments that “socalled experts often constrain objective research (p. 2). There were, however, different
conclusions for disadvantaged students in Grade 5 where the chi-square (d = 2.832, p = .092)
resulted in a failure to reject the hypothesis of no difference (Ho5). Some of the research
findings reported in the literature review (Thompson & Thompson, 2000) suggested that the
reasons contributing to the mixed results between reform and non-reform initiatives maybe
caused by a lack of fidelity in the implementation process or faulty research designs.
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Research Question 6. Is there a significant difference in the student level eight grade
reading performance between African-American or disadvantaged students in the intervention
group—where the whole-school reform of Success for All, Direct Instruction, and Core
Knowledge is implemented—and African-American or disadvantaged students in the
comparison group where Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge is not
implemented?
The chi-squared statistic for disadvantaged students was 8.347, p=.04, resulting in an
acceptance of the null hypothesis. Like the results from Grade 3, disadvantaged students did
better in schools implementing whole-school reforms than they did in schools with no reforms.
In addition, the Phi coefficients (effect size) was .06, suggesting that there is a weak relationship
between the impacts of reform versus non-reform schools for eighth grade disadvantaged
students.
Summary and Discussion of RQ7
Research Question 7. Is there a significant difference between the relative impact of
Success for All, Direct Instruction, or Core Knowledge on the reading proficiency of AfricanAmerican or disadvantaged students following a pairwise comparison between each of the
reform models?
Research Question 7 represents an important component of the overall purpose of this
research study. It specifically addresses, from a practical perspective, what educational leaders
and practitioners really want and need to know relative to helping students achieve; namely,
what works? The question provides quantitative data to justify adopting or not adopting various
whole-school reading reform programs for underserved students such as African-American and
disadvantaged students. This approach is supported by Marzano, Pickering, and Pollock (2001),
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who concluded that, “although we should draw no hard and fast conclusions…it illustrates the
need to study the effects of instructional strategies on specific types of students in specific
situations, with specific subject matter” (p. 9). Clewell et al. (2007), Harford (2007), and
Rothstein (2008) augmented this assessment by asserting that it stands to reason that if causes
and reasons differ for the achievement of students, so should the strategies and methodologies.
Summary and Discussion of the comparison of Reform Models
The reformed schools in the sample followed one of three models: Success for All (SFA),
Direct Instruction (DI), and Core Knowledge (CK). The next stage of the analysis compared
proficiency rates between each of the three models at the school level.
Direct Instruction (DI) versus Success for All (SFA). As shown in Table 9, the
percentage of students attaining proficiency was significantly higher (U = 33.50, p < .001) in
schools implementing the Direct Instruction reform model (M = 88.34) compared with those that
were implementing the Success for All reform model (M = 81.81). The probability that a
randomly drawn score from the Direct Instruction population will be greater than one drawn
from the Success for All population is .13, resulting in the rejection of the Ho7. There is
currently a host of evaluation studies indicating the effectiveness of DI with various populations
(Dale, Philip, & Cole, 1988; Lewis, 1982; Rawl, Ruth, & France, 1982). SFA has also conducted
an impressive string of program evaluations in support of the effectiveness of SFA. One major
difference between the two whole-school reform programs is that unlike DI, SFA’s evaluations
targeted various ethnicities and at risk students (Slavin & Madden, 1995; Venezky, 1994).
Core Knowledge (CK) versus Success for All (SFA). As shown in Table 8, the
percentage of students attaining proficiency was significantly higher (U = 11.00, p < .001) in
schools implementing the Core Knowledge reform model (M = 91.44) compared with the
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Success for All reform model (M = 81.81). The probability that a randomly drawn score from
the Core Knowledge population will be greater than one drawn from the Success for All
population is .13 resulting in a rejection of Ho13, there is a significant difference between the
two reform models when compared to each other.
Core Knowledge (CK) versus Direct Instruction (DI). Table 9 illustrates the
differences in proficiency rates between schools implementing Core Knowledge and Direct
Instruction reform models. The probability that a randomly drawn score from the Direct
Instruction population will be greater than one drawn from the Success for All population is .04.
Proficiency rates differed significantly between reform models. Significantly higher proficiency
rates were found in schools implementing the Direct Instruction or the Core Knowledge reform
models compared with the Success for All model indicating that the null hypothesis of no
difference is not rejected. The literature pertaining to both Core Knowledge and Direct
Instruction is somewhat mixed (Adams et al., 2004; Lindsey, 2010). Basically, the CK
curriculum is based on the belief that systematic phonics-based instruction involving decoding
skills and read-aloud exercises build oral language (Bradley, 2005; Hirsch, 2008). Direct
Instruction, on the other hand, includes explicit, systematic instruction based on scripted lesson
plans (Adams & Engelmann, 2007; Engelmann, 1996; Maccoby & Zellner, 1970). There appears
to be some evidence that DI is more appropriate for disadvantage and at-risk students and some
of their evaluations appear to support this contention (Dale, Philip, & Cole, 1988).
Limitations of the Study
The major limitation of this study was the inability to control for the fact that there could
be an interaction between the control variables of African-American and disadvantaged students.
The interaction being referred to is the fact that it is possible that the African-American students
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in the sample population may also be disadvantaged. In order to remove or reduce the
limitations, African-American student’s socioeconomic status would have to be isolated. The
State Department of Education provides the student data by race but does not disaggregate race
by economic status. A related limitation and concern are the numerous variations relative to the
meaning and understanding of what constitutes being economically disadvantaged (Census
Bureau, 2009; Clewell et al., 2007; Rist, 1973). Albeit the State Department utilized a standard
set of criteria to categorize the socioeconomic status of students, there remains a great many grey
areas (Kulm, 2007; Strayhorn, 2010; Yeung & Conley, 2008). The grey areas pertaining to the
categorization of being disadvantaged include, but are not limited to cultural, educational
attainment, family structure and ethnicity (Bensalem, 2011; Cooper, Crosnoe, Suizzo, & Pituch,
2010). For example, students from urban areas are often considered to be culturally
disadvantaged in spite of the fact that many urban communities include individuals and families
from various economic groups. A similar situation exists for individuals who have limited
educational backgrounds. In some situations, students from single-family homes are considered
to be disadvantaged regardless of their economic status. For purposes of clarity, this study
utilized the Georgia State Department of Education’s criteria and definition for disadvantaged as
only referring to economic disadvantaged as opposed to being physically or mentally
disadvantaged. The Georgia definition and categorization comes directly from the Federal
Government.
A second limitation of this study involves the assumption of fidelity relative to the
implementation of the respective whole-school reform models. In effect, the researcher can only
rely on the school principal’s or training director’s assurance that the program was implemented
as prescribed by the creator of the program (Kovaleski, Gickling, & Marrow, 1999).
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While it may appear that in view of the fact that each of the reform programs examined in
the study are different in very specific ways regarding scope and intent, in truth, program
differences may also be a strength as well as a limitation. For example, both Core Knowledge
and Direct Instruction supervise their instructional interventions, and sequence their program
components, Direct Instruction pays particular attention to the implementation phase of their
program (Engelmann, 2007; Feinzimer, 2011). Core Knowledge, on the other hand, places more
emphasis on the sequence of the pedagogy (Hirsch, 2008).
While the sample size for the student analysis was large and sufficient, the number of
schools actually implementing each of the respective reforms was relatively small. In view of the
fact that a small sample could impact the statistical power, thereby increasing the chance of
committing a Type I or Type II error and incorrectly assuming that the obtained results are
representative of the larger population (Gall, et al., 2003). In effect, the researcher’s intent is to
increase the level of confidence, both statistically and practically. The researcher addressed the
statistical power limitation by conducting pre-assessment of sample size necessary to obtain the
level of confidence desired and concluded that the sample size overall was reasonable (Gay,
Mills, & Mills, 2009; Thompson, 2007). Another possible limitation is the fact that there is no
pre-measure or assessment of students’ achievement. Again, the researcher attempted to offset
this limitation by matching schools relative to both achievement and demographics. Both the
reliability and validity of the CRCT were in an acceptable range with the total test reliability for
2011 ranged from 0.89 to 0.90 for Reading, 0.85 to 0.91 for English/Language Arts, and 0.87 to
0.91 for Mathematics. The GA DOE is confident that the CRCT are both reliable and valid
(Georgia Department of Education, 2011).
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Implications
In view of the fact that the issue of the state of education in general and especially in
underserved groups such as minorities, disadvantaged students, and students with disabilities, the
results of this study have several clear and important implications for the educational
community. The three major questions addressed in the study relative to what degree reforms
impact reading achievement among African-American and disadvantaged students could have
major implications for how we close the achievement gaps. Specifically, while it is anticipated
that the No Child Left Behind Act (2001) may be changed or discarded altogether, (U.S.
Department of Education, 2010), to date, the mandate to better serve the underserved students,
remains in place. Further, the requirement that school districts only adopt programs that are
scientifically research-based programs has a direct connection to this study’s findings relative to
the quality of the three reform models examined. In addition, the findings could have direct
impact on curriculum and instruction. Some of the implications from this study can be summed
up in a study by Marzano, Pickering, and Pollock (2001) who stated the following:
Although our synthesis of the research has taught us a great deal, there are still many
questions as yet unanswered. Some are:
Are some instructional strategies more effective in certain subject areas?
Are some instructional strategies more effective with students from different
backgrounds?
Are some instructional strategies more effective with students of different aptitude? (p. 8)
This study addresses most of Marzano et al.’s (2001) questions and even provides insight into
questions not posed. For example, do whole-school reforms differentiate by grade level?
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Recommendations for Future Research
The most obvious and logical place to start in making recommendations for future
research is with the identified limitations of the study. Therefore, any future research addressing
the scope and purposes of this study might include a more complete disaggregation of the
subgroups by identifying a third subgroup consisting of African-American students who are also
disadvantaged. In effect, there would be three control variables:


African-American students who are economically disadvantaged



African-American students who are not economically disadvantaged



Disadvantaged students
The rationale here is to determine the impact of race and poverty. Another

recommendation for future research would be to control for the diversity in the respective reform
models by comparing like-models with each other and with models that are most dissimilar. The
discovery process might also include comparing the impact of various reforms when gender is a
control variable (Blum, 1997; Rush, 2005). Future research could be more value-added by
examining the performance of African-American and disadvantaged students across multiple
years. This longitudinal approach would help to make the results more reliable, thereby
improving the internal validity by controlling for the impact of extraneous variables (Gall, Gall,
& Borg, 2003; Huck, 2012; Ross et al., 2004).
While a study that could control for the fidelity of the implementation process of reform
models would be desirable, the human and financial costs may be prohibitive. Finally, the
examination of multiple school years could add a degree of reliability to the results and might
even provide some formative aspects to improving the reading proficiency of
African-American and disadvantaged students.
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Conclusions
The goal of the study was to address long-standing problems associated with the
improvement of reading proficiency among African-American and disadvantaged students by
examining the impact of selected whole-school reading reform programs. African-American and
disadvantaged students were selected as the control variables for several reasons. Firstly, the
aforementioned groups have historically been among the lowest relative to academic
achievement in most subject areas, not just reading (Clewell et al., 2007; Rist, 1973). Secondly,
NCLB (2001) mandates that these particular groups have been and continues to be underserved,
and in many instances, they have been left behind (Berends et al., 2002; Williams, 2006). The
general consensus is that American students are still lagging behind students from other
industrialized countries and the gap does not appear to be closing significantly. In short, the
evidence appears to conclude that researchers and educators do not yet have all of the answers
for closing the achievement gaps between various races, ethnicities, socioeconomic groups or
genders (U.S. Department of Education, 2006; Wenglinsky, 2004). Along similar lines, although
the research does provide evidence that there are effective instructional reading strategies and
programs such as DI, CK and SFA, there is not much evidence to indicate there is any single
approach that works in all situations (Bensalem, 2011; Clewell, Campbel & Perlman, 2007;
Delpit, 2007). In spite of the the issues and problems previously identified, some progress is
being made. This is due in part to the fact that educational improvement is both a national and a
local priority. The progress is also helped along by the involvement of more classroom teachers
and other support staffs. And to no small measure, universities and colleges are encouraging and
promoting more grounded research designs and more action research.
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It is fair to conclude, however, that there is another school of thought that advances the
belief that current education reform research is flawed because it is dominated by too much
descriptive and qualitative research (Carnine, 1983, 1984; Engelmann, 2007). Professor Carnine,
concludes that educational research should look more to empirical, rigorous and scientific
approach to evaluating the effectiveness of education reform strategies and programs. The
findings from this study, which indicates that Direct Instruction is among the most rigorously
evaluated education reforms program in existence (Education Consumers Foundation, 2011;
What Works Clearinghouse, 2007). This assertion is supported by a host of evidence over a 25
year period (Adams &Engelmann, 2007; Borman, & Hewes, 2002). Further, the research on
Direct Instruction has included effect sizes of its findings, thereby adding statistical evidence to
support the strength of the relationship between the outcomes of Direct Instruction and
achievement. An effect size of .25 is typically considered to represent a significant relationship
between variables (Education Consumers Foundation, 2011; Hattie, 2009). A meta-analysis
study on Direct Instruction conducted by White, (1988), found an average size of .84 on the
effect of Direct Instruction on special education students. Finally, based upon the evidence
provided by the literature pertaining to the effectiveness of education reforms and the findings
from this study, it is concluded that overall, Direct Instruction provides educators with the
greatest opportunity to advance and improve the education of the largest number of students.
The results of this study do provide evidence to warrant further study relative to the
impact of whole-school reform on reading proficiency. As indicated in more than one instance,
school implementing reforms do have a greater impact on both African-American and
disadvantaged students, regardless of which of the three reform models examined. The findings
were also consistent in ranking the reforms based upon their overall effectiveness. In fact, the
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vast majority of the reform evaluations reviewed indicated that Direct Instruction tended to
produce great reading gains for low income students and students with disabilities then did either
Success for All or Core Knowledge (Adams & Engelmann, 1996; Bradley, 2005; Englemann,
1968; Huitt, 1996; Ryder, Burton, & Silberg, 2006). The research evidence provided above
regarding the effectiveness of Direct Instruction with African-American and disadvantaged
students is consistent with many of the findings discussed in this study (Goldman, 2000;
Watkins, 2008).
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APPENDIX B: TABLES ON NUMBER OF STUDENTS TESTED
Table B1
Number of Students Tested: African-American Students and Disadvantaged Students by School
and Percent Meeting or Exceeding Standards

School

School
ID

School

Number

Type

Tested

Reading % met or
exceeded standard

Note. R=schools with no whole-school reform. NR=schools with whole-school reform

School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

R
NR
NR
R
N
NR
NR
NR
NR
R
R
NR
R
NR
NR

54
64
67
74
85
54
36
81
41
67
57
80
42
64
10

92.6
68.8
74.6
77.0
88.2
100.0
75.0
85.2
92.7
80.6
98.2
100.0
61.9
82.8
40.0

School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School

16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24

NR
NR
R
NR
NR
NR
R
NR
R

60
58
118
30
36
56
69
78
49

76.7
81.0
83.1
90.0
88.9
100.0
72.5
94.9
83.7
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School

School
ID

School

Number

Type

Tested

Reading % met or
exceeded standard

Note. R=Schools with whole-school reforms. NR=Schools with no whole-school reforms

School
School
School
School
School
School
School

25
26
27
28
29
30

R
NR
R
NR
NR

57
67
82
80
47
48

86.0
77.6
74.4
91.3
83.0
91.7
83.5
99.3
99.0
70.0
99.2
69.9
89.2
86.7
70.2
97.6
96.8
71.0
100.0
82.9
70.7
75.6
82.6
89.8
82.7
86.2

NR

School
School
School
School

31
32
33
34
35

NR
R
R
NR

85
144
96
60
123

School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School

36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50

R
NR
R
NR
NR
NR
NR
R
NR
NR
R
NR
NR
R
NR

83
37
30
84
126
94
69
43
41
41
41
86
49
98
58
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Table B3
Number of Students Tested: African-American Students and Disadvantaged Students by School
and Percent Meeting or Exceeding Standards

School

School
ID

School
Type

Number

Reading % met or

Tested

exceeded standard

__________________________________________________________________

School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School

52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
61
62
63
64
65
66
67
68
69
70
71
72
73
74

NR
R
R
NR
NR
R
NR
R
NR
NR
NR
NR
R
NR
R
NR
NR
R
NR
NR
R
NR
NR

43
42
87
86
26
39
42
52
45
75
41
56
24
62
183
165
163
268
109
91
48
12
256
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90.7
83.3
86.2
67.4
100.0
97.4
76.2
80.8
62.2
66.7
97.6
67.9
91.7
72.6
94.0
90.3
90.8
91.8
93.6
94.5
97.9
66.7
93.0

Table B4
Number of Students Tested: African-American Students and Disadvantaged Students by School
and Percent Meeting or Exceeding Standards
___________________________________________________________________
School

School

School

Number

Reading % met or

Identifier

type

tested

exceeded standard

___________________________________________________________________
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School
School

75
76
77
78
79
80
81
82
83
84
85
86
87

NR
R
NR
R
NR
NR
R
NR
NR
R
NR
NR
NR

15
185
90
49
188
72
22
115
244
329
107
94
125
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87.3
90.8
71.1
98.0
84.6
98.6
100.0
87.0
98.4
97.9
93.5
92.6
88.0

